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ABSTRACT

‘Clogs to clogs in three generations’ is a Lancashire proverb that describes the trajectory 
of many family businesses. A first generation of entrepreneurial ‘prime movers’, usually 
siblings with similar values and background, establishes a business enterprise. A second 
generation of ‘managerial capitalists’, from a more privileged background, takes the 
business to its zenith. The third generation often squanders the inheritance or lives as 
rentiers until the business is either liquidated or taken over by a competitor. Boans Ltd, a 
case study in business history, conforms to this profile.

The economic downturn in the eastern colonies of Australia in the 1890s, particularly in 
Victoria, and the lure of gold in the Western Australian goldfields attracted not only those 
keen to get rich but merchants like Harry Boan. After a successful trial run in Broken Hill 
(1888-1895), he established Boan Bros in an unpromising but strategically located part 
of Perth’s Central Business District, opposite the newly built Central Railway Station. 
Between 1895 and 1984 he built a drapery and dry goods business into a three-hectare 
department store that became the dominant retailer in Western Australia. 

In 1934 his youngest son, Frank, succeeded him as governing director of a business that 
by now was the largest private employer in the State. Supported by the team of good 
managers he inherited from his father, Frank cemented Boans Ltd’s reputation and 
commercial success as Western Australia’s pre-eminent department store and corporate 
citizen. In 1954 the family-owned business was floated on the stock exchange as a public 
company with Frank chairman of directors. Boans Waverley was opened in 1958, the first 
of six suburban and two regional shopping centres established by the time he died in 1967.

Frank had no sons but two sons-in-law who had ultimate responsibility for the business 
as general manager and deputy general manager from 1978 until 1984. His two daughters 
and their widowed mother controlled 39 per cent of the voting shares through a private 
company Winnilya Pty Ltd. This made Boans Ltd impregnable to takeover until one 
of the daughters, a non-executive member of the board, concluded that the company 
was under-performing and that it was in her, and her mother’s, best interest to sell. The 
Melbourne-based Myer Group took over the company in 1984.

This thesis will explore the history of Boans, by examining its historical context, its 
financial history, the retailing strategies by which Boans Ltd became the success that it 
did and the particular version of corporate citizenship which came to characterise the 
Boan name in Western Australia.  It will also examine the conditions that made it possible 
for the Boan family to lose control of its department store. 

The thesis therefore asks two main questions. First, ‘Why was Boans the success that it 
was and what were the conditions that made it a takeover target?’ Second, ‘What were the 
opportunities and threats that created the need for strategic change in the development of 
the business between 1895 and 1984?’  Intellectually the dissertation draws on the work 
of Chandler and its Australian application in Fleming, Merrett and Vile’s The Big End of 
Town (2004). It also draws on entrepreneurial theory, department store history and the 
biographies of significant department store pioneers. 
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INTRODUCTION:  SETTING THE SCENE

1.0 Memory:

Ask a dozen people who remember the Boans Ltd department store in Perth, Western 
Australia, what it is they remember, and invariably the answer will be a variation on ‘Boans 
For Service’. And then they will tell you an illustrative story or describe a memorable 
experience that is often drawn from childhood. Frequently they will recall the cheese and 
butter counter, and the white-coated staff who could cut the amount required so precisely 
with a piece of wire; the bargain basement specials, the smell of coffee and the freshly 
baked cakes or the thin pies in tasty gravy; the sound of oscillating fans with filaments 
of waving ribbons; the magic of the pneumatic sales docket delivery system piped to the 
cashiers’ desks; a rendezvous at the marble stairs; the returned but disabled servicemen 
who manned the lifts (affectionately known as ‘wingies’ and ‘stumpies’) or the thrill of 
Father Christmas arriving by train and being delivered by a fire brigade extension ladder 
to the second or third floor … the list goes on.

Shopping at Boans left indelible impressions and these sensory experiences were the 
beginnings of the remarkable relationship that developed between the Boans staff and 
generations of loyal customers. That so many West Australians, including former staff 
as well as customers, still remember the department store with such affection and fond 
memory after 25 years is indicative of how deeply embedded the ‘universal provider’ 
became in the State’s psyche during its 90-year history. 1

One of the intentions of this thesis is to analyse that relationship and the meaning in action 
of the guiding obligation of tzedakah, the practical underpinning of Boans For Service. The 
big questions are: Why was Boans the success that it was? Why was it so vulnerable to 
takeover that it was easily acquired by the Melbourne-based Myer group in 1984? There 
is a subordinate question, a paraphrase of one asked by Harvard business historian, Alfred 
Chandler: What was there in the post-1890 environment in WA that gave businessmen 
like Harry and Frank Boan the opportunity, or created the need, for them to change their 
merchandising practice?2 Answering these three questions will enable me to draw on 
the social, economic and political history of WA to depict the setting and the context in 
which the commercial activity of Boans Ltd occurred.

1 William Whiteley is credited with first using the sobriquet ‘Universal Provider’. He opened his store 
in 1863 in Bayswater’s Westbourne Grove, London, and by the end of the century it was ‘an immense 
symposium of the arts and industries of the nation and of the world,’ and according to Claire Masset, he 
was a ‘canny self-publicist’ who dubbed himself ‘the Universal Provider’. C. Masset, Department Stores, 
Botely, Oxford: Shire Publications, 2011, p. 11. M. Moss and A. Turton, in their A Legend of Retailing: 
House of Fraser, London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989, p. 59, observe that ‘William Whiteley 
pioneered merchandise diversification on a large scale in his Bayswater store, and became known as the 
‘Universal Provider’. 

2 T.K. McCraw (Ed.), The Essential Alfred Chandler: essays towards a historical theory of big business, Boston, 
Mass.: Harvard Business School Press, 1988, quoted p. 11. 
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The purpose of this introduction is, first, to give an overview of the Boan family and the 
Boans department store.3 As this is a business history, my second purpose is to identify 
some of the characteristics of this genre as they apply to this thesis; these will be amplified 
in Chapter One. A third objective is to identify the four key elements that played such an 
important role in the success of Boans: corporate leadership, strategic growth, innovation 
and corporate citizenship. 

A final chapter objective is to give a brief history of the department store and draw 
attention to some of the leading historians in the field to better position the Boans story 
in its retailing context. The department store emerged during the nineteenth century as 
the most effective distribution system for delivering the mass-produced products of the 
industrial revolution to a rapidly expanding urban market. Examples developed in Great 
Britain, Europe and North America that were replicated in Australia. Boans was one of 
the leading Australian examples. 

This introduction concludes with a justification of why Boans Ltd is a worthy study for 
my thesis, and an outline of the various chapters I will use to advance an argument to 
support the position I hold and the explanations I offer as to why the Boans department 
store was such a commercial and community success.

2.0 The Boan Family:

English-born Thomas Boan and Rachel Isaacs were married in the central Victorian 
village of Taradale on 31 March 1856. Rachel was a Jew and Thomas was a convert to 
Judaism, proof of which will be shown later in the thesis. We do not know if they were 
married by an itinerant Rabbi or in a Registry Office. The children were brought up in 
the tenets of Judaism and I will show how one of these tenets, tzedakah in particular, was 
an integral part of the Boans For Service philosophy.

Henry was born in 1860, the second son and the third of Thomas and Rachel’s seven 
children. In May 1895, thirty-five-year-old Henry — known universally as ‘Harry’, except 
perhaps by his mother — arrived in Perth determined to make his mark. He had acquired 
his knowledge of retailing through fifteen years of work experience, first in the employ 
of others but, for the last seven of those fifteen years, through working in partnership in 
Broken Hill with his younger brother, Ernest (born in 1865). The lessons of life Harry 
learned in rural Victoria and the retailing apprenticeship in Melbourne and Sydney 
were first tested in Broken Hill. The achievements of those Broken Hill years, muted by 
difficult labour-management relations in 1891-1892 between Broken Hill Pty Ltd and 
its mining workforce, and the impact that such exposure in a frontier town had on women 
and children, shaped his business and social philosophy.

Harry and his older brother, Benjamin (born in 1858), were drawn to WA by the 

3 In the early days there was inconsistency in the use of the possessive apostrophe: ‘Boans’ was used as 
frequently as ‘Boan’s’. I have not used the possessive form when talking about the company but have 
when definite possessiveness needs to be indicated.
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merchandising opportunities they believed the discovery of gold offered them.4 Many of 
the 18,000 people who came to WA in 1895 were infected with gold fever and merchants 
like Harry Boan satisfied at least their Maslovian needs for food, clothing and shelter.5 
Boan Bros quickly established itself as a universal provider and delivered goods and ser-
vices on a scale grander than that of its several competitors.

The social, economic and political environment between 1895 and 1914 will be explained 
in more detail in the course of the thesis; suffice to say that the firm developed in a 
context of strong colonial government under the leadership of Premier Sir John Forrest 
(until Federation and a federal appointment took him away from Western Australia), that 
recognised the infrastructure needs of a resource and agricultural-dependent economy 
and a rapidly expanding population—a metropolitan and rural transport system to all 
points of economic growth, for example, supported by a postal and telegraphic network.

So Harry Boan was in the right place at the right time, an entrepreneurial manager who 
took profitable and competitive advantage of the opportunities afforded him. Over the 
next forty years the growth and development of Boans was to parallel the growth and 
develpment of WA: each was almost a mirror image of the other. The Western Mail 
underlined the reciprocal dependence at the time of the State’s centenary when it asserted 
in 1933 that Boans was more than a store, ‘it is a part of the history of Western Australia. 
… Mr Boan owes Western Australia a great deal: Western Australia owes him a great deal 
more.’ 6 Harry Boan the prime mover was synonymous with Boans the business for the 
first forty years of the company’s history. 

3.0 Marriage and Family Life:

In the year following the store’s opening in Western Australia Harry married Sophie 
Bebarfald of Sydney, on 17 June 1896, with the Chief Rabbi, the Reverend A.B. Davis, 
performing the ceremony.7 After the honeymoon they settled in Perth’s premier residential 

4 Benjamin Boan died on 9 Jan. 1901, cause of death not recorded, and was buried in the Jewish Orthodox 
section of Karrakatta Cemetery (Application No. 00000820); he was forty-two years old. A death notice 
appeared in the West Australian, 10 Jan. 1901, p. 6. Although he appears to have been a silent partner 
in Boan Bros from 1895 until his death, there is one interesting account of a Boan Brothers’ Picnic 
recorded in the West Australian, 26 May 1896, p. 3. A special train conveyed 300 employees from the 
Central Railway Station to a Kelmscott picnic ground 25 kilometres south-east of Perth. Harry Boan 
was referred to as ‘Mr Boan, sen.’ and Benjamin Boan as ‘Mr Boan jun.’, despite Benjamin being two 
years older than Harry. Harry was absent from the picnic; he had ‘gone to Sydney to enter into the 
matrimonial state.’ Benjamin’s response to the toast by Mr Orton, the WA Manager, ‘attributed much 
of the success of the firm in Western Australia to the energy and loyalty of the employees.’ This is the 
only reference I could find to a role played by Benjamin Boan.

5 In 1890 the population was 48,502 (with a net migration of 1,821 people); by 1895, it had grown to 
100,510 (with a net migration in that year of 18,167). By 1901, the population was 193,601 (with a 
net migration of 10,435). In other words, the Western Australian population had grown by almost 
four times in a decade, and there was a net migration increase of 128,453. Such population growth 
provided excellent retailing opportunities. See R.T. Appleyard, ‘Economic and demographic growth’ in 
C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, 1981, p. 220.

6 Western Mail, Special Centennial Issue, 5 Jan. 1933.

7 A detailed account of the wedding and the Bebarfald background is in the Barrier Miner, 29 June 1896. 
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suburb, at 113 Colin Street, West Perth.8 Over the next ten years they had four children: 
two boys — Harold, born in 1901, and Frank, born in 1906; and two girls — Enid, born 
1897 and Margery, born in 1899.9 Harry and Sophie took the children to England in 
March 1914 to be educated and Sophie never returned to Perth.10 She died suddenly at 
her residence in London in February 1929.11 

The Bebarfalds were a prominent merchant family and Sophie was the second daughter of the late 
Barnet Bebarfald.

8 C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth: a social history of Western Australia’s capital city, Perth, WA: Perth City 
Council, 1979, p. 330.

9 I have been unable to find any substantiating documentation but in all probability all the children were 
born in Perth. It was unusual to put Birth Notices in the paper at this time and the WA Registrar of 
Births, Deaths and Marriages website revealed ‘No records found in the database’. Frank’s school record 
at Marlborough College, Wiltshire, England, gives his date of birth as 20 October 1906; he arrived at 
the school in Sept. 1920 and left in March 1924. Correspondence, Dr T.E. Rogers, Hon. Archivist of 
Marlborough College to D. Hough, 8 April 2008.

10 G. Bolton, Land of Vision and Mirage: Western Australia since 1826, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 2008, writes 
(p. 67) that, ‘Rich families sent their sons for higher education to Adelaide or Melbourne, or, less often, 
to English public schools.’ The Boan sons and daughters were to be educated in England; Harold and 
Frank were educated at public schools. Madame B. Nippert was the French teacher at the Church of 
England’s Perth College in c.1913-1914. Madame Nippert wrote a letter to her friend Dorothy Edwards 
(in French) on 6 April 1914. She says in part, ‘I returned to my home only this last Monday after a very 
happy visit of nine weeks to the home of Mrs Boan. The whole family were very kind to me and the time 
I spent there was wonderful. I am missing them a lot!’ The 6th April 1914 was a Monday so the Monday 
previous was 30 March 1914. The Boan family left for England with their children on the Medina on 
30 March, according to Sunday Times, The Ladies’ Section, 15 March 1914. Madame Nippert probably 
gave French lessons to the Boan children prior to their going to Europe. Correspondence, Madame 
B. Nippert to Dorothy Edwards, 6 April 1914; copy given to me by Susan Clements. Prudence Hiller 
assisted me with the translation and decoding of the calligraphy. On Saturday 28 March 1914, 1200 
employees and guests attended the Boan Bros’ annual picnic at the Claremont Show Grounds. Harry 
Boan was presented with a ‘very handsome gold and jarrah casket containing an illuminated address 
wishing him health and prosperity on his forthcoming trip to Europe.’ Sunday Times, 29 March 1914. 
The address and a photograph of the casket are recorded in Appendix 1A and B. The casket and the 
address are currently in the possession of a private collector. In the Private Accounts Ledger, 1910-1914, 
there is a transfer to London recorded in the ‘Bebarfald, S.’ account of £12,112.8s.9d. A ‘Bebarfald Fare’ 
of £50 was recorded on 22 Dec. 1913 and another on 25 Feb. 1914 for £73.4s.0d. These expenses would 
presage overseas travel and a long-term stay for Mrs Boan and her children. The ledgers are in the VSL, 
CMA, Box 827. The Boan family were in England by July 1914. The West Australian, 9 July 1914, 
carries the details of a West Australian Reunion in London given by the Agent-General for Western 
Australia, Sir Newton Moore and Lady Moore. Among the 250 guests were Mr and Mrs Harry Boan. 
The year often given for the Boan departure is 1913 — see, for example, V. Whittington, Sister Kate, 
Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, 1999, p. 174 — ‘About 1913 Harry Boan’s wife and children settled in 
England.’ Harry Boan was a great friend to the Sisters of the Church of England Parkerville Children’s 
Home (known as Sister Kate’s Home): see pp. 167-8, 175. The association will be further explained in 
Chapter Four.

11 The West Australian, 25 Feb. 1929, records in the Personal column that ‘Mrs H. Boan, wife of Mr Harry 
Boan of Boans Ltd, according to a cable message received yesterday, died suddenly at her residence in 
London on Saturday morning.’ [i.e. 23 Feb. 1929.] Her grand-daughter, Susan Clements, in a Personal 
communication, believes her grandmother died of Bright’s Disease, a kidney affliction known today as 
acute or chronic nephritis. Sophie (also known as Sophia) Bebarfald remains an enigma. There are no 
family records of her life here or in England. There are a number of social references to the Mayor’s 
Ball (West Australian, 21 Oct. 1899), a Mount Tennis Club bread-and-butter dance (Western Mail, 4 
Aug. 1900) to which she wore ‘black brocade, lace, and jet’, a civic farewell for The Governor and Lady 
Lawley (West Australian, 6 Aug. 1902). The West Australian, 10 Dec. 1913, records in News and Notes, 
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Apart from Frank, neither Harold nor the daughters returned to Perth, except for an 
occasional and very fleeting visit such as their youngest brother’s wedding in August 
1936.12 Harold, the heir apparent living in London ‘on a handsome allowance’, died by 
his own hand in 1932.13 Frank returned to Perth in August 1929 two months before the 
Wall Street crash.

As a boy Harry had enjoyed a secure and happy family life, with a large number of children 
in his own and in neighbouring families. He had also been in business partnership with 

‘“Waifs Home, Parkerville”- The sisters at Parkerville acknowledge with thanks the receipt of £10 15s 
0d from Mrs H. Boan.’ (Bold in the original.) Her youngest son, Frank, kept a framed photograph 
of his mother on his dressing table for most of his adult life, according to youngest daughter, Jane 
Morrison, in a Personal communication. 

12 The youngest daughter, Margery (b. 1899), at age 20, married an elderly Irish peer, Lord Athlumney 
(aged 55) in late July 1919 (Sunday Times, 3 Aug. 1919; Arthur G.M. Hesilrige (Ed.), Debrett’s Illustrated 
Peerage, Baronetage, Knightage, Companionage, London: Dean & Son Ltd, 1923, Athlumney, Baron, p. 
74.) He died in 1929 and left her a merry widow to spend her time, money and early widowhood riding 
horses; she died childless in 1946 of a heart attack while swimming, at the age of 47. According to the 
Irish Times, 12 July 1946, the inquest revealed that she died ‘from acute cardiac failure brought on by 
over-exertion.’  The eldest daughter, Enid (b. 1897), married (date unknown) Lt-Col. Oscar Hyde East 
Marescaux (b. 1865). After a military career he inherited the Cherry Garden Estate sugar plantation 
in St Andrews, Jamaica, from his father. He died in 1926 (according to Brett Ashmeade-Hawkins 
at http://genforum.genealogy.com/jamaica/messages/3823.html in a message posted on 13 January 
2006) or 1928 (according to the Peerage.com–Person Page 12238). Patrick Bryan analyses the social, 
intellectual and political history of Jamaica following the abolition of slavery (1833) in The Jamaican 
People 1880-1902: race, class and social control, Barbados, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 
2000. This provides a background to the colonial society into which Enid Marescaux was admitted. She 
then married a sub-mariner, Lieutenant Commander Peter Agnew on 26 March 1928 (in which case 
a two-year widowhood would be more seemly). He was elected a Member of Parliament in the British 
House of Commons, and appointed a Parliamentary Secretary to the British Board of Trade. He gained 
a Baronetage in 1957. Enid outlasted her siblings and died in 1982 at the age of 85, survived by a son, 
Sir Quentin Charles Somerville Agnew-Somerville, 2nd Bt, who was born on 8 March 1929. 

13 The Melbourne Argus, 9 May 1932, records under the caption, ‘Graduate’s Suicide’, that ‘At an inquest 
at Paddington [London] into the death of Harold Boan, aged 28 years [he was 31 years of age], a 
graduate of Cambridge University, whose father lives in Australia and made him a handsome allowance, 
a finding of suicide while of unsound mind was recorded.’ Harold had ‘married a girl aged 16 years [i.e. 
Renee] in 1927. There was a little boy in South Africa [i.e. Rupert].’ The second child, daughter Sally, 
was born in September 1932, four months after her father’s suicide. She was christened ‘Sophie’ after 
her grandmother but answered to the name ‘Sally’. A letter from Walter James of Stone James & Co., 
Solicitors, to Frank Boan (29 Sept. 1932) reads in part: ‘The cable news this morning that a daughter 
has been born is good news. Mrs Harold Boan would be unable to look ahead and think of her future. 
She is a young woman with no friends in London – that is not desirable.’ James went on to observe that 
she was young and attractive, and wondered ‘what temptation London will offer directly she is out and 
about again and conscious of her youth.’ With that in view and in the interests of her children — she was 
now about 21 years of age with two children under the age of three — James thought that ‘she should 
not be too generously treated. Money to burn often burns the spender. If she is kept close there will be 
little temptation to acquire tastes and habits that will tie her to London.’ The correspondence is in VSL, 
CMA, Box 839, Frank Boan File 1932-1951, Wallet 1. An examination of Harry Boan’s Income Tax 
Returns for the period 1926-1934, records that he declared his status as Married from 1926 to 1930; in 
1931 his status was not declared; in 1932 his status was declared as Not Married, and in 1933, Widower. 
The income tax details are in the VSL, CMA, Box 2621. In his Return for 1934 Harry was allowed a 
claim for £100 for the maintenance of his deceased son’s two children, Rupert and Sally. Suicide appears 
to run in the family. Rupert and Sally (Boan) Thorpe, in a personal communication, told me that they 
each had a son who died by his own hand. 
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two of his brothers, Ernest in Broken Hill and Benjamin in Perth. Although he maintained 
contact with his family in England, and regularly visited the country on business, after 
1920 he lived alone in a suite at the Esplanade Hotel in Perth, deprived it would seem of 
both married and family life. As we shall see, the number of children’s organisations he 
supported suggests that there were some painful ‘whisperings in his heart’, to borrow a 
phrase from Henry Reynolds.14

Harold’s son, and Harry’s grandson, Rupert, English-born and raised, played a significant 
role after he accepted his Uncle Frank’s invitation to join Boans Ltd — which he did in 
April 1953, nine months before the firm listed as a public company on the Stock Exchange 
of Perth. Rupert was soon appointed merchandise director, a position he held until the 
role was split in two to accommodate a Frank Boan son-in-law, Geoffrey Bingemann. 
Tensions between Rupert and Bingemann were apparent almost immediately, according 
to interviews with Rupert and other senior staff, and these tensions were instrumental in 
his resignation in 1975.

Frank, born in West Perth, lived in England from the age of seven until he returned 
to Perth. He was educated at Marlborough College in Wiltshire. Of his early life in 
Perth he remembered little, knew nobody on his return and had neither an education 
nor work experience that would prepare him for a career in commerce. After five years as 
understudy he was appointed a second generation managing director of Boans Ltd in July 
1934, and retained that role until his premature death in December 1967 at the age of 
sixty-one.15 Through his quietly astute but far-seeing management he established himself 
as one of the most successful business executives in Western Australia and participated 
in the Boans evolution from an entrepreneurial enterprise to something akin to a form of  
managerial capitalism.16 Although possessing a markedly different personality compared 

14 H. Reynolds titled one of his many books on Aboriginal history, This Whispering in Our Hearts, St 
Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998. Harry Boan formed a relationship with a young woman 
(we don’t know when) who fell pregnant, and moved to Melbourne. She changed her name to ‘Mrs 
Rose Dean’ and had a daughter whom she named Gwen Dean. Harry bought a substantial home and 
supported mother and child while he was alive; he made provision for them in a codicil to his Will: ‘Rose 
Dean of Balaclava-road, Caulfield, Victoria, £1,000 for life; and Gwen Dean, daughter of Rose Dean, 
£300 for life’ (West Australian, 31 May 1941). Harry lived with Mrs Dean when he was in Melbourne 
and died there in 1941. Gwen Dean died in Melbourne about August 2011. We do not know when the 
relationship with Mrs Dean began—before the family left for England in 1914 or after Harry’s return to 
Perth. Details were provided by a confidential source and are supported by correspondence between Mr 
J.W. Vivien (Boans Ltd) and Mr Gordon Sleight (A.A. Sleight Pty, Ltd, Melbourne), dated 5 March 
1941; copies in my possession.

15 Although Boans Ltd was a public company at the time of Frank’s death, his Estate and a family-owned 
company, Winnilya Pty Ltd, controlled nearly 50 per cent of the voting shares. This was to prove 
significant at the time of the takeover in 1984. Staff and customers regarded Boans Ltd as a family 
company.

16 Alfred Chandler introduced entrepreneurial and managerial capitalism in the Introduction (pp. 1-6) 
to The Visible Hand: the management revolution in American business, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 
1977. Boans Ltd was a family-owned company from 1895 until 1954 when it became a public company 
with shares listed on the Stock Exchange of Perth. From 1895 until 1929, when Frank Boan returned 
to Perth from England, Harry Boan was the entrepreneurial owner (and governing director) but he 
employed salaried managers on whom he relied and to whom he gave considerable responsibility. 
These managers were neither family members nor equity owners. This practice continued under Frank 
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to that of his father, it was through his leadership that the firm reached its zenith, as he 
pioneered the development in Western Australia of suburban shopping centres. Like his 
father, he too became the individual synonymous with the business of Boans Ltd.

Frank and his wife, Betty Blackman, had two children: Susan, born in 1938, and Jane, 
born in 1939. There were no third generation sons. Neither daughter desired, nor was 
encouraged, to enter the business. Susan married Geoffrey Bingemann, a pharmacist, 
in 1958 and he joined the firm in May 1961. In short time he shared the position of 
merchandise director with Rupert Boan. The marriage ended in divorce but Bingemann 
stayed with the firm, became merchandise director after Rupert’s resignation and was 
appointed deputy managing director in 1978. Jane married a chartered accountant, J.B. 
( Jock) Morrison, in 1961. Already a non-executive director, he joined the firm as an 
executive in January 1968, three days after his father-in-law’s death, with the expectation 
and the quiet understanding that he would, one day, be appointed managing director; he 
was so appointed in 1978.17

After Frank’s death, tensions among senior managers and within the third generation 
family, coupled with external factors — a nation-wide revolution in retailing practice, 
mergers and acquisitions, a decade of economic turbulence involving high interest rates, 
escalating labour and business charges and the expensive cost of capital — made the firm 
vulnerable to takeover. A seemingly impregnable position was made more so by the fact 
that Frank’s widow and his two daughters held 39 per cent of the ordinary (and voting) 
shares in a family-related company, Winnilya Pty Ltd. This shareholding gave them a 
controlling interest in Boans Ltd. In February 1984 Myer Properties Ltd, a wholly owned 
subsidiary of the Melbourne-based Myer Emporium Ltd, acquired the Winnilya shares—
and title to the locally owned, locally managed company that had lived and traded here for 
ninety years. That acquisition was only after a short but intense struggle with the Parry 
Corporation, a Perth-based aspirant for the iconic business. The takeover is the subject 
of Chapter Nine.

‘From clogs to clogs in three generations’ is said to be a Lancashire proverb but it has 
cultural variations around the world.18 This expression summarises the notion that the 

Boan who arrived with no experience or background in either retailing or commerce. He was even more 
reliant on his salaried managers when he was made governing director after his father’s death in 1941. 
After Boans Ltd became a public company, the Boan family still controlled 49% of the voting shares. 
Shares held by directors were in line with Company Code requirements. It was an example of family 
capitalism but with a well-developed non-family management structure. Appendices 7.1 to 7.3 show 
increasingly complex organisational charts.

17 J.B. Morrison, Personal communication. Only those with an accounting or financial management 
background have ever been managing director of Boans Ltd.

18 ‘Shirt sleeves to shirt sleeves in three generations’, is a United States variation. The Italians say, ‘dale 
stalle alle stele alle stalle’ – (‘from stalls to stars to stalls’) while the Spanish version is ‘quien no lo tiene, 
lo hance; y quien lo tiene, lo deshance’ — (‘who doesn’t have it, does it, and who has it, misuses it’). In 
Japan, it is ‘kimono to kimono’. See http://www.corpmagazine.com/special-interests/family-business/. 
Eighty-five-year-old Tom Ward is a Lancashire man familiar with the mills of East Lancashire ‘when 
cotton was King’, who had first-hand experience with the Lancashire clog. He told me in an email that 
many of the mills employed up to 500 weavers each of whom worked long hours tending the looms. 
Some of the more skilful girls, he said, could tend up to five looms, which meant they were very busy and 
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life cycle of many family businesses often takes three generations. The entrepreneurial 
founder of the business, singly or in partnership with a sibling, is the prime mover who 
pioneers the way, usually from a humble beginning but with a particular set of values, 
customs and lifestyle. In business history the founder is regarded as the ‘first generation’.19 
The second generation takes the business forward and to its high water mark but along the 
way acquires the trappings of success—a seat on various boards, membership of various 
clubs and a substantial home in a prestigious suburb, for example. The third generation, 
often educated in private schools but with neither the relevant experience nor the work 
ethic of the two previous generations, draws on the family resources often becoming 
rentier with the inevitable result that the business falls into the hands of others.20 The 
fourth generation goes its separate ways..21 

The history of Boans Ltd is a story that illustrates this proverb. Harry Boan started Boan 

had to be good on their feet. They wore clogs. The sole was fashioned from wood from the Alder tree. To 
the sole was nailed a light steel band, like a horseshoe. Leather uppers were also attached by small nails; 
there were no laces but a small clasp to hold the shoe firmly to the foot. The clogs were quite light and 
kept the feet in good condition, he said. “There were many owners of these Mills and families graduated 
from the factory floor to ownership by endeavour and enterprise and in my younger days I heard of the 
Clogs to Clogs syndrome.” Email communication, 2 April 2012.

19 The term ‘first generation’ when applied to a person’s nationality or residency may have several meanings 
that contribute to a confused usage. First, it may refer to a foreign-born adult immigrant who has 
become a naturalised citizen of their new country—my English-born paternal grandfather who arrived 
in Kalgoorlie in 1906, for example, came to be regarded as a first-generation Australian citizen. Second, 
it may refer to the offspring of such an immigrant when born in the adopted country—my father, 
born in Boulder, WA, in 1913, for example. Or, third, it may refer to an immigrant who arrives in an 
adopted country as a teenager. My Yorkshire-born mother (b. 1922) arrived in Australia as a 17-year-
old to marry my father in 1939; she regarded herself and was regarded by others as a first generation 
Australian. In business history, the ‘first generation’ is the founder of the business. In the agricultural and 
pastoral industries the grandfather who establishes the farm or the station is also regarded as the first 
generation. 

20 Tom Nicholas uses the proverb in the title of his essay that examines lifetime wealth accumulation 
as a measure of entrepreneurial performance — ‘Clogs to clogs in three generations? Explaining 
entrepreneurial performance in Britain since 1850’, Journal of Economic History, vol. 59, no. 3, Sept. 1999. 
He argues that education and entrepreneurial type are the important indicators of wealth generation 
(or the lack of it). ‘Firm inheritors and those receiving a high-status education experienced relatively 
low lifetime rates of wealth accumulation. Firm founders, managers, and individuals with a lower-status 
education were comparatively successful’ (p. 688).

21 Vilfredo Pareto developed his ‘circulation of elites’ in Mind and Society, published in 1916 but 
not available in English until 1935, edited in three volumes by A. Livingston and translated by A. 
Bongiorno and A. Livingston with the advice and active cooperation of J.H. Rogers, and published 
in London by Jonathon Cape, c.1935. The first generation, Pareto said, made the money; the second 
generation vacillated between entrepreneurship and rentier while the third generation lived by rentier. 
See: H. Reinert and E. Reinert, ‘Creative destruction in economics: Nietzsche, Sombart, Schumpeter’, 
in ‘Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)’, The European Heritage in Economics and Social Science, vol. 3, 2006, 
pp. 55-85, esp. p. 62 for a fuller development of these ideas. Two works of fiction that depict the rise and 
fall of a family business over three generations are Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks: the decline of a family 
(1901) and John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga (published between 1906 and 1925, Penguin Modern 
Classics, many editions). Thomas Buddenbrook, a second generation, was neither the first nor the last 
to reflect on ‘the ruthless brutality of business life’. Thomas Mann, Buddenbrooks: the decline of a family, 
London: The Folio Society, 1989, Part VIII, Ch. 4, p. 347, Trans. by H.T. Lowe-Porter. The Restoration 
poet John Dryden (1631-1700), in ‘The Tale of the Wife of Bath’ (in Fables Ancient and Modern) makes 
the point, lines 392-407, that “seldom three Descents continue Good.”
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Bros with his brother Ernest in Broken Hill in 1888. It was the Silver City’s premier 
department store by the time Harry came to Perth in 1895. Ernest continued to manage 
the business until it was sold in 1918 but with less success than when Harry was in 
charge. In Perth, Harry opened Boan Bros with another brother, Benjamin who died in 
1901. Essentially both businesses were identified with Harry Boan. The three brothers 
had a rudimentary education but nevertheless shared similar values. Frank Boan was the 
second generation. He had a privileged upbringing and a private school education in 
England, returning to Perth at the age of twenty-two. The business was nearly forty years 
old when he assumed direct responsibility for it in 1934. He continued to build on the 
excellent foundation he inherited. Economist Alfred Marshall recognised that ‘the son of 
a businessman has a good start.’ 22 

Harry and Frank’s work ethic and many of the core values were the same; both acquired 
and enjoyed the ‘trappings of success’. Frank’s two daughters were the third generation. 
They had a privileged upbringing, a private school education, were on the social A-list 
and inherited a secure financial legacy. Their children never knew their grandfather 
and were still young when the business was sold. Frank’s nephew, Rupert Boan, joined 
the firm in 1953. He was also of the third generation. While he was recognised for his 
merchandising expertise, the board of directors did not believe he had either the people 
skills or the maturity to become chairman of the board after Frank Boan died in 1967. 
Rupert resigned from Boans Ltd in 1975.23

4.0 Boans for Service — The Book and the Thesis

This thesis builds on research conducted in the course of fulfilling a commission to 
write a social history of the department store. Three members of Frank Boan’s family 
commissioned the work—his widow, Mrs Betty Canny (now deceased) and his two 
daughters: Susan (now Mrs Clements) and Jane (now Mrs Morrison). The book, Boans 
for Service: the story of a department store 1895-1986, was released in April 2009. 

In the proposal submitted to the family in early 2005, the objective was:

To trace the evolution of retail shopping in Western Australia by telling the 
story, in a social and economic context, of the foundation and development of 

22 Alfred Marshall, in his Principles of Economics, London: Macmillan and Co., 8th edn, 1890/1952, Book 
IV, Chp. XII, §6, pp. 249-250, says, ‘the son of a businessman has a good start’ (p. 249). But that is not 
all: ‘For when a man has got together a great business, his descendants often fail, in spite of their great 
advantages, to develop the high abilities and special turn of mind and temperament required for carrying 
on with equal success. ... When a full generation has passed, when the old traditions are no longer a safe 
guide, and when the bonds that held together the old staff have been dissolved, then the business almost 
invariably falls to pieces unless it is practically handed over to the management of new men who have 
meanwhile risen to partnership in the firm’ (p. 250).

23 Only one of Frank’s grandchildren went into retailing — Mark Bingemann. He told me in a private 
conversation that he had been eating and drinking retailing since he was four years old. He did not 
make himself available for interview. His major career was with the Myer group. John Morrison, son 
of J.B. and Jane Morrison (nee Boan) became a merchant banker with Grant Samuel, the company 
that provided advice to the Winnilya shareholders at the time of the takeover. The directors’ attitude to 
Rupert Boan is recorded in E. Benness, Interview, BL, OH2585, Tape 7B, p. 91.
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Perth’s first and greatest department store, Boans Ltd.

The story of Boans and the history of retail shopping weave into the social and economic 
fabric of Western Australia from 1895 to the mid-1980s. The narrative began in gold 
rush affluence and included two world wars, the great depression, the post-Second World 
War boom, the dynamic 1960s and the turbulent 1970s, culminating in a successful and 
bloodless takeover by the Myer Emporium.24 My book was stronger on narrative than it 
was on technical analysis. This thesis will balance the narrative with a keener business 
analysis of the firm’s measured performance. It will also contain material drawn from 
business records and archival sources not included in the book.

This is a business history. It is the study of a specific business enterprise in its full economic, 
political, social and cultural context. Business historian T.S. Ashton wrote in 1959:

For it is the individual firm, rather than in wider organisations, that we can 
observe the operation of economic forces at first-hand, with little distortion 
by politics and ideologies. Decisions reached in counting houses or the 
boardroom may affect the course of events quite as much as those made in 
public assemblies.25

Another business historian, T.C. Barker warned, also in 1959, that ‘the rough and tumble 
of business development cannot be presented as a sugary romance.’ He observed that:

The main problem in writing any company’s history is to place the story of 
the particular concern in its context—the context of the general economic 
climate at various periods of its growth and that of the varying fortunes of the 
industry as a whole.26

Alfred Chandler, an Everest in the range of business historians, suggested in 1971 that 
institutional history ‘must be more than narrative, although the narrative aspects always 
remain important.’ 27 The contribution this thesis makes is through the medium of a case 
study placed in its social and economic context. It is not just a history of a business; it is 
the story also of a business in history: it combines narrative and analysis. Although the 
primary question is ‘Why was Boans a success?’, I will also answer as a subsidiary question 
one that Chandler originally posed:

What in the American past has given businessmen the opportunity or created 
the need for them to change what they were doing or the way they were doing 

24 For convenience at this stage I am using the generic term ‘Boans’. The firm was called ‘Boan Bros’ from 
1895-1918, then ‘Boans Ltd’ when it was incorporated in 1918; it remained a family company until 
listed as a public company on the Stock Exchange of Perth in 1954 as ‘Boans Ltd’. 

25 T.S. Ashton, ‘Business History’, Business History, vol. 1, no. 1, 1959, pp. 1-2.

26 T.C. Barker, ‘Business history and the business-man’, Business History, vol. 1, no. 1, 1959, pp. 16 and 17.

27 A. Chandler, ‘Business history as institutional history’, in McCraw (Ed.), The Essential Alfred Chandler, 
p. 301. The essay was originally published in G.R. Taylor and L.F. Ellsworth (Eds), Approaches to 
American Economic History, Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia for the Eleutherian Mills-
Hagley Foundation, 1971, pp. 17-24.
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it? 28

The question can be reframed for Boans Ltd:

What in Western Australia from 1895 onwards gave businessmen like Harry 
and Frank Boan an opportunity or created the need for them and their staff 
to change what they were doing or the way they were doing it?

Chandler was interested in how the historian can take what he needs from the concepts 
of other disciplines ‘without in any way being captured by them.’ 29 For Chandler, the 
historian’s task, 

… is not merely to borrow other people’s theories or even to test their theories 
for them. It is to use existing concepts and models to explore the data he has 
collected in order to answer his own particular questions and concerns. … 
And always he should work at developing his own analysis.30

Business historians in particular are indebted to Chandler’s pioneering writings. The 
most significant attempt to explore and analyse his ideas in an Australian context is by 
Grant Fleming, David Merrett and Simon Ville in their The Big End of Town: big business 
and corporate leadership in twentieth-century Australia.31 In Chapter One I will further 
develop the historiography of business history, review Chandler’s contribution to it, note 
the relative poverty of Australian historiography in this academic field, and show how I 
intend to make use of The Big End of Town in this thesis.

5.0 The Department Store:

A department store today is a large, usually multi-storey, establishment with an extensive 
assortment of goods and services that is organised into separate departments for the 
merchandising activities of buying and selling, distribution and promotion, customer-
service and control. The store specialises in satisfying a wide range of a consumer’s personal 
and residential needs for durable goods by offering a multiple choice of merchandise lines, 
at variable prices, in all product categories. Architectural historian Meredith Clausen was 
more succinct: ‘A big store offering everything to all people.’ 32 Convenience was one 
thing, she said, appeal was another.

Certain economic and social conditions were necessary, however, before the department 

28 McCraw (Ed.), The Essential Alfred Chandler, quoted, p. 11.

29 McCraw, The Essential Alfred Chandler, Introduction, p. 1.

30 McCraw, The Essential Alfred Chandler, pp. 305-306. 

31 G. Fleming, D. Merrett and S. Ville, UK, The Big End of Town: big business and corporate leadership in 
twentieth-century Australia, Cambridge, UK: CUP, 2004.

32 M. Clausen, ‘Department stores’, in J.A. Wilkes and R.T. Packard (Eds), Encyclopedia of Architecture: 
design, engineering & construction, NY: Wiley, c.1988-c.1990, vol. 2, pp. 204 and 205. Clausen cites as 
her sources for the direct quote G. Michel, ‘Le commerce en grands magasins’, Revue des Deux Mondes, 
vol. 109, no. 133, 1892 and G. D’Avenel, ‘Les grands magasins’, Revue des Deux Mondes, vol. 124, no. 
329, 15 July 1894.
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store emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century as the most efficient and 
effective merchandise distribution system in the mass marketing of goods and services. 
First, an urban concentration of people with purchasing power was needed to create a 
demand. A second requirement was a manufacturing system capable of satisfying that 
demand. And third, there needed to be a public and commercial transport network that 
brought together those who produced goods and services for sale and those who wanted 
to buy them. The department store, Clausen said, ‘soon became an indispensable cog in 
the economic wheel of the modern city.’ 33 It was out of the profound economic and social 
changes that occurred in Great Britain during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
then spread worldwide, that the department store developed as an alternative to the village 
market and the High Street specialty store.34

Social historian Bill Lancaster’s The Department Store: a social history surveyed the rise 
of the British department store since the 1840s. It was the first historical survey of the 
British department store, a ‘curious omission’ he asserted in 1994.35 He argued that the 
department store was a British invention and revealed that expanded drapery businesses 
in Newcastle-upon-Tyne (Bainbridge’s), and Manchester (Kendal, Milne & Faulkner) 
were proto-department stores in the 1830s. ‘The department store first appeared cheek by 
jowl with the industrial revolution in the cities of northern Britain,’ he wrote.36

Lancaster acknowledged that there had been histories of individual department stores 
— such is not the case in Australia — but these have varied from the ‘scholarly’ to the 
‘celebratory and the anecdotal’, an observation that could be made about a number of 
Australian corporate histories as I will show in the next chapter.37 His main point is that:

33 Clausen, ‘Department stores’, p. 206.

34 Regent Street, London, designed by architect John Nash, was one of the most famous shopping streets 
in the world in the 1850s, according to social historian, Alison Adburgham. No ‘butchers, public houses, 
greengrocers or other domestic trades were permitted, and no hawkers or street vendors allowed. It 
was for the luxury trades.’ One of the many specialty stores that enjoyed royal patronage was Farmer 
& Rogers’ Great Shawl and Cloak Emporium, described c. 1860: ‘This renowned emporium is the 
most celebrated of its kind in Europe. It has this season been thoroughly redecorated in most superb 
style, besides undergoing considerable alteration to meet the exigencies of increased trade, and afford 
additional comfort to the numerous visitors. India, China, French, Paisley, Norwich, and Fancy Shawls – 
every description of cloak and jacket for the carriage, promenade, and opera.’ A. Adburgham, Liberty’s: a 
biography of a shop, London: George Allen & Unwin, 1975, pp. 11 and 12. Arthur Liberty joined Farmer 
& Rogers in 1862 then went into business for himself in 1875, at 218A Regent Street. He acquired 
218B eighteen months later. Liberty’s is world famous but is not a department store (as Adburgham 
claims at p. 9); it is a high fashion specialty store. The specialty store, threatened and displaced at first 
by the department store, fought back to be one of the department store’s major competitors. See: H. 
Pasdermadjian, The Department Store, London: Newman Books, 1954, pp. 9, 26-30, 46-54.

35 B. Lancaster, The Department Store: a social history, London, Leicester UP, 1995, p. 1.

36 Lancaster, The Department Store, p. 7. The early history of Kendal, Milne & Faulkner is contained 
in M. Moss and A. Turton, A Legend of Retailing: House of Fraser Store Group, London: Weidenfeld 
& Nicolson, 1989, pp. 343-345. Chp. 2 of their book details the incremental way in which changes 
occurred in retailing behaviour and how these spread over time and space. A. and J. Airey produced The 
Bainbridges of Newcastle: a family history, 1679-1976, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Tyne & Wear: A. and J. 
Airey, 1979 (a publication I have not sighted).

37  Lancaster, p. 2.
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Consumption and retailing is a process that is in a constant state of evolution 
and that for much of the nineteenth and part of the twentieth centuries the 
department store was a key institution in this development.38

This thesis will show how the Boans department store was a key business organisation in 
Western Australia, the evolutionary nature of the store and the qualitative changes that 
this department store brought to retailing.

Parisian Aristide Boucicault has, until now, been credited with inventing and characterising 
the department store, and certainly his Bon Marché example in 1860 became an inspiration 
around the world. 39 Even in Paris there were precedents. The Bon Marché’s major 
authority, business historian Michael B. Miller, has identified drapery and fancy goods 
stores (magasins de nouveautés) as early as the 1840s leading a ‘revolution in retailing’.40 

M. Boucicault is important since his store demonstrated as a matter of policy many of the 
merchandising characteristics of a department store:

specialty shops)

41

Octave Mouret, the owner-manager of The Ladies’ Paradise in Émile Zola’s Au Bonheur des 
Dames that appeared in 1884, was modelled on Boucicault and his Bon Marché.42 Boucicaut 

38  Lancaster, p. 3.

39 According to P. Nystrom in The Economics of Retailing (1932), ‘The Bon Marché of Paris was not only 
the first department store, but it served as the inspiration to the establishment of department stores in 
all parts of the world.’ Quoted by Pasdermadjian in The Department Store, p. 6. In 1852, Bon Marché 
was a small retail shop selling piece goods (p. 3); by 1860, it was a department store (p. 4).

40 M.B. Miller, The Bon Marché: Bourgeois Culture and the Department Store 1869-1920, Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1981, pp. 25-26.

41 A reflection of how profitable these practices were for Bon Marché is indicated by the growth of Sales in 
the 18 years between 1852 (0.5 million francs), 1860 (5 million) and 1870 (20 million). H. Pasdermadjian, 
The Department Store, p. 4. American department stores tended to lag a decade behind their European 
counterparts. Rowland Hussey Macy established Macy’s in New York as a department store in 1858; 
in Philadelphia, John Wanamaker opened his store in 1861; Marshall Field joined the dry goods firm 
that eventually carried his name—Field, Palmer, Leiter & Co.—in Chicago in 1865. The standard 
history of Macy’s is R.M. Hower’s History of Macy’s of New York 1858-1919: chapters in the evolution of 
the department store, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1943/1967; of Wannamaker’s, H. Gibbons, John 
Wannamaker, Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1926/1971; of Marshall Field’s, R.W. Twyman, 
History of Marshall Field and Co., 1852-1906, Philadelphia. Penn.: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1954.

42 Émile Zola, Au Bonheur des Dames, Paris: F. Bernouard, 1884. The translation I have used is Brian 
Nelson’s The Ladies’ Paradise, Oxford, UK: Oxford World’s Classics, OUP, 1995. The novel is the 
best fictional account of a department store and provides the material illustration an eager feminist 
might want to justify claims about exploitation. Zola worked as a journalist for a number of Parisian 
publications between 1868-1870. He had advocated a new naturalistic literature that portrayed an 
accurate reflection of society—as recorded in such novels as L’Assommoir (1878), Au Bonheur des Dames 
(1884) and Germinal (1885). As an art critic he encouraged painters to create images of ordinary people 
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had transformed the original drapery store he acquired in 1852 into a grand magasin that 
occupied a whole city block by 1887. It was until 1914 the largest department store in the 
world. Like Zola’s department store, it was ‘a hymn to modern business, a celebration of 
the entrepreneurial spirit’.43 Mouret used multiple mechanisms of merchandising familiar 
today but a novelty in 19th century retailing: advertising, a policy of free entry without 
obligation to buy, fixed pricing which made for a speedy and informed transaction, and a 
practice of ‘returns’ if purchased merchandise failed to satisfy. Attention was paid, too, to 
the layout of each department to create the illusion of abundant disorder.

Above all, there was the seduction of pure spectacle, the seduction of the eye 
through an almost orgiastic display of visual pleasures enticingly encased in 
their wrappings and sealed by the surrounding womb of warmth and light.

These characteristics were soon applied to department stores in eastern Australia where 
Harry acquired his early experience. He gradually adopted them in Broken Hill after 1888 
and employed them in Perth after 1895. Australian department store design, construction 
and layout were also influenced by European and American models. Boan Bros and later 
Boans Ltd were no exception. New department store design, said art historian Jeffrey 
Weiss, speaking of Paris but it applied universally, ‘concentrated on the practical and 
aesthetic qualities of the glass-palace—a large, light-filled space that could be organised 
into a system of interdependent subdivisions yet provide an effective setting for theatrical 
display.’ 44

Meredith Clausen put it another way when writing about the overall impression of stores 
like the Parisian Samaritaine and Bon Marché:

The overall impression ... was intended to be stunning. Designed to appeal 
to a popular clientele, to constitute a ‘palais de la tentation pour le people’, 
it was calculated to create a splendid but comfortable setting conducive to 
sales. Its primary aim was to attract, then astound, and finally seduce. On 
the exterior, the building’s size, projecting glass domes, and brilliant colour, 
assured visibility from afar. Up close, its finely detailed decoration and 
colourful display windows attracted pedestrians and casual sightseers along 
the sidewalk. Inside, it overwhelmed them with its displays of merchandise 
and rich, sumptuous decor: a “musée de merchandise”... 45

in real situations — at work, at play, at home. Another fictional example was Margaret Bohme’s novel 
The Department Store, NY: D. Appleton and Company, which appeared in 1912. I have been unable 
to find a copy. Kronen’s Department Store is central to J.M. Harcourt’s proletarian novel, Upsurge, 
Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, Facsimile Edition 1986, set in Perth in the early 1930s, to which I will refer 
in Ch. 4.

43 The quotation is from Nelson’s Introduction to The Ladies’ Paradise, p. x. The next quotation is from p. 
xi.

44 J. Weiss, ‘Modernism and memory 1889-1914’, in M. Laclotte (Editorial Director), The Art and Spirit 
of Paris, NY: Abbeville Press Publications, 2003, Vol. II, p. 1196.

45 M.L. Clausen, Frantz Jourdain and the Samaritaine: art nouveau theory and criticism, Leiden, Holland: 
E.J. Brill, 1987, pp. 251-254.
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Although his work is nearly sixty years old, H. Pasdermadjian’s The Department Store: 
its origins, evolution and economics (1954), is still one of the best accounts of the social 
and commercial revolution that produced this merchandising response on both sides of 
the Atlantic.46 North American scholarship has tended to focus either on mass-market 
consumerism or the consumer sysem itself. William Leach’s Land of Desire: merchants, 
power, and the rise of a new American culture (1993) is an example of the first; Simon 
J. Bronner’s anthology, Consuming Visions: accumulation and display of goods in America, 
1880-1920 (1989) an example of the second.47 The histories of individual stores abound 
but these, interesting in themselves, have not represented a critical mass significant enough 
to generate a synthetic work on retailing or merchandising such as those produced by 
Chandler on American big business.48 

Pasdermadjian concluded that ‘the department store could be considered as one of 
the most characteristic forms through which the new forces released by the industrial 
revolution sought expression.’ 49 He said that,

The department store as such has been the result of the energy and imagination 
of some men of exceptional ability, who had a strong sense of the needs 
of their time. It was their driving power, their grasp of essentials and their 
willingness to take necessary risks which engendered the first large-scale retail 
establishments.50

Table – Introduction 1.0 lists some of those who were ‘men of exceptional ability’, in 
Europe, North America and Australia. 

In Australia, there were men like Anthony Hordern, an English immigrant, who opened 
a drapery store in Sydney in 1823. From this humble beginning, it grew to be the city’s 
largest department store, culminating in Anthony Hordern and Sons opening the six-
storey The Palace Emporium in 1905. David Jones, a Welsh immigrant, opened a purpose-
built department store in George Street, Sydney, in 1877. The Collingwood-based Foy 
and Gibson opened a branch in Perth in 1895.51 Sidney Myer and his brother, Elcon, 
opened the first Myer store in Bendigo, Victoria, in 1900. In 1911, Sidney purchased a 

46 H. Pasdermadjian was general secretary at the time of publication of the International Association of 
Department Stores, a society for management research established in 1928.

47 W. Leach, Land of Desire: merchants, power, and the rise of a new American culture, NY: Pantheon Books, 
1993; S.J. Bronner (Ed.), Consuming Visions: accumulation and display of goods in America, 1880-1920, 
NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 1989.

48 A. Briggs’ Friends of the People: the centenary history of Lewis’s, London: Batsford, 1956 is a good example 
of a business history. So too is C. Wilson’s two-volume The Story of Unilever: a study in economic growth 
and social change, London: Cassell Ltd, 1954. Wilson’s work is perhaps too stolid for a modern reader. 
There are several recent and very readable generic histories of the department store, among them Jan 
Whitaker’s The Department Store: History. Design. Display, London: Thames & Hudson, 2011.

49 Pasdermadjian, The Department Store, p. 7.

50 Pasdermadjian, The Department Store, p. 8.

51 S.W. Davies, Foy’s Saga: an account of the genesis and progress of the House of Foy & Gibson (WA) Limited / 
written and compiled in commemoration of their Jubilee, October 1895 to October 1945, Perth, WA: 
Foy & Gibson (WA) Limited, 1946.
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drapery store in Bourke Street, Melbourne. From this base Myer built the largest chain 
of department stores in the country, with branches in all Australian states. The Myer 
Emporium Ltd is the only Australian department store featured in Jan Whitaker’s The 
Department Store: History. Design. Display (2011). ‘The real development of Australian 
department stores didn’t get underway until the early twentieth century’, she wrote. The 
Myer Emporium is the major retailing representative in the TBEoT. In the time frames 
1930, 1952 and 1964, Myer was marked number 15, 14 and 13 in the top 100 Australian 
corporate leaders. As other sectors of the economy expanded, manufacturing in particular, 
the number of retailing firms in the top 100 declined, but Myer’s position strengthened.52

Each of these men — Anthony Hordern, David Jones, Sidney Myer and Harry Boan — 
and the retail businesses they established revolutionised then dominated retailing in urban 
Australia for the best part of 150 years. These men and their executives undertook study 
tours in Europe and America, as had their American and European counterparts, seeking 
knowledge of the innovations and retailing practice that would give them a competitive 
advantage. They were the retailing entrepreneurs; they were the prime movers.53

6.0 Thesis: 

Why Boans Ltd for a thesis? Until the appearance of my book Boans For Service: the story 
of a department store 1895-1986 in 2009 the Boans story has never before been told in 
any substantial or analytical way. Given its central role in the social and economic life of 
Western Australia for nearly a century, this is sufficient justification for undertaking this 
project. Since there has been little academic attention to retailing, in department stores 
in particular, this business history is a significant contribution. The thesis seeks to answer 
the questions: First, Why was Boans Ltd the success that it was? Second, What in Western 
Australia from 1895 onwards, gave businessmen like Harry and Frank Boan an opportunity or 
created the need for them and their staff to change what they were doing or the way they were 
doing it? And third, Why was Boans Ltd vulnerable to a takeover in 1984? 

My thesis is that, in an isolated, highly urbanised frontier society free from commercial 
predators, the social and economic conditions in Western Australia in the mid-1890s 
provided a large-scale retailing opportunity. Harry Boan was a merchant entrepreneur 
who was able to take advantage of that opportunity, first, through the strategic location 
of business premises adjacent to the Central Railway Station; second, through a 
generic strategy of cost leadership that, third, gradually differentiated Boans Ltd from 
its competitors through a passionate commitment to innovation and customer service, 
and fourth, through a personal and business commitment to customers, staff and the 
community motivated by the Jewish obligation of tzedakah. This combination of factors 

52 Jan Whitaker’s The Department Store: History. Design. Display, London: Thames & Hudson, 2011. The 
Myer Emporium references are on pp. 38, 68, 85, 138. ‘The real development...’, p. 38. The TBEoT 
reference is on p. 49. 

53 These men were not the only merchants of distinction but none influenced their market so completely as 
did they and the department stores they established. Across the Tasman, H.H. Laurenson has recorded 
the rise and demise of department stores in New Zealand in Going Up Going Down: the rise and fall of 
the department store, Auckland, NZ: Auckland UP, 2005. 
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— corporate leadership, strategic growth, innovation and corporate citizenship — enabled 
the business to expand quickly into a dominant position whereby it was the leading player 
in a comparatively small market.

Frank Boan succeeded his father. Although differently talented, he was equally passionate 
about customer service and coupled this to an innovative approach to retailing — that 
included the development of suburban shopping centres — and the competitive advantages 
of technological innovation. Such a focus by founding father and following son, and the 
management teams they led, enabled the locally owned company to adapt and respond to 
turbulent environments in order to maintain its leading position in its isolated market, a 
position reinforced by strong customer loyalty.

Why then did the publicly listed Boans Ltd become a takeover target? It is my contention 
that retailing in Australia in the 1970s was affected by the too rapid expansion of shopping 
opportunities and the growth of specialised forms of merchandising (the discount store, the 
self-service supermarkets and high fashion speciality shops). The expansion into Western 
Australia of Eastern States department and chain store branches although significant was 
not as crucial as were the social and economic conditions associated with historically high 
interest rates, the push for equal pay and the abolition of retail price maintenance.

Additionally, the lack of long-term succession planning, tensions among senior 
management and the dominant shareholding by three female members of the family 
excluded from that management conveyed a message to the market that the company was 
conservatively managed and handicapped by internal discontent and under-performing 
as a publicly listed company.54 It was a takeover target for any company ready to capture 
a retail icon as part of a retailing expansion or rationalisation. Myer Properties was such a 
company and accomplished a successful takeover in early 1984.

Each chapter will begin with a contextual setting within the established time-frame and 
include a statement of the chapter’s purpose. The chapter will then be structured around 
the issues I have identified as appropriate to the specific chapter. 

7.0 Structure:

Chapter One is a review of the historiography of business and entrepreneurship, a 
comment on gender behaviour and a definition of the theoretical framework I will use to 
develop my thesis.

Chapter Two (1860-1894) describes Harry Boan’s family, and the social and economic 
background that shaped him as a corporate citizen and the evolution of the obligation 
of tzedakah. It will also show the significance of his early itinerant life and retailing 
employment, concluding with an account of the innovative merchandising success of 
the Boan Brothers partnership he formed with his brother Ernest in Broken Hill before 
coming to Western Australia.

54 As explained previously, Frank Boan’s widow (Betty Canny) and his two daughters (Susan Vincent and 
Jane Morrison) held 39.4% of the voting shares through a family company, Winnilya Pty Ltd. While 
the block of shares was held intact, the company was impregnable to takeover.
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Chapter Three (1895-1919) defines the social and economic environment Harry Boan 
encountered when he arrived in Perth in May 1895; the establishment, and successive 
expansions of the business following reconnaissance tours of Europe and the United 
States. The chapter will also examine his management philosophy, and the impact on 
the business of his civic activities, the loss of his young family and his dramatic exit from 
the Western Australian Parliament, culminating in the incorporation of the private firm, 
Boan Bros, into a private company, Boans Ltd, in 1918.

Chapter Four (1920-1939) describes the period between the First and Second World 
Wars, a period of great social and economic change, and the opportunities it provided. The 
Boans Ltd department store, the State’s largest private employer, enjoyed almost legendary 
status for its capital works that provided employment during the Great Depression. Its 
sensitivity to the employment and welfare needs of its staff, its effective dealings with 
customers and suppliers and its innovative approach to new technologies will also be 
examined. Frank Boan returned to Perth in August 1929 and after a period of mentorship 
assumed the reins of management. It was a time of transition from entrepreneurial to 
managerial capitalism. The period closes with Frank’s marriage, first business trip abroad, 
and Prime Minister Menzies’ declaration of war on 3 September 1939.

Chapter Five (1940-1959) shows how the Federal Government’s wartime controls affected 
all retailers but Boans Ltd in particular, given the size of its retail operation. The absence 
of staff on active service added further difficulties. Boans Ltd led the way, as it had done 
during the Depression, in its support for the war effort and its adaptation to a turbulent 
environment. Harry Boan died in Melbourne in 1941 and this chapter will evaluate his 
legacy. Post-war reconstruction provided new challenges and new opportunities. Frank 
Boan and his senior staff set about a strategic expansion that led to the development of a 
network of suburban shopping centres, and in 1954 the listing of Boans Ltd as a public 
company on the Stock Exchange of Perth. 

Chapter Six (1960-1969) records a period of rapid growth, characterised by great social, 
political and economic change, in an increasingly competitive environment. Frank Boan 
died in December 1967. Boans maintained its reputation for quality of service, and the 
values that Frank instilled in the company remained fundamental strengths after his 
death. The company continued its suburban expansion and opened regional branches as 
tensions appeared that contributed to a takeover opportunity in 1983-1984.

Chapter Seven: The 75th Anniversary, 16 November 1970, records a special event that 
represents the high water mark in the Boans story. It was the first occasion of late night 
trading, an occasion that triggered a debate not resolved until May 1978. The 75th 
Anniversary celebration illustrates, as a mini case study, many of the strengths that gave 
Boans Ltd its dominance in the retail marketplace.

Chapter Eight (1971-1982) records how Boans’ management responded to a period of 
unprecedented economic turbulence. Despite the impact of rampant inflation, Boans 
continued to make good profits, based on rising prices rather than an increase in unit 
sales. The deficiencies of the City store were not altogether offset by the opening of the 
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Cannington Distribution Centre. The cost of doing business, the growing affluence of 
more discriminating customers; the increased tensions internally and the perception of 
an under-performing, conservatively managed company led to media speculation on the 
long-term future of Boans Ltd. 

Chapter Nine (1983-1985): The sale of Boans Ltd to the Myer Group in March 1984 
for $37 million closed one of the great chapters in Australian commercial history. Three 
women held more than 39 per cent of the voting shares. The company was impregnable 
to takeover until two of the three women agreed to sell their shares. This decision split 
the family. The chapter tells the story of the battle between a local company, the Parry 
Corporation Ltd, and the Myer Group’s Myer Properties, to gain control of Boans Ltd.

The final chapter will be a Discussion in which I will answer the questions: Why was 
Boans Ltd the success that it was? And why was it so easily taken over. The chapter will 
bring together the various arguments that will justify the title: Clogs to Clogs in Three 
Generations: the rise and fall of Boans Ltd.
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Table 1.0 – Introduction

A selection of Department Stores
Great Britain, France, United States, Australia

1830-1911

Name City Key Person Original
Business

Department  
Store

Closed

Kendal, Milne 
& Faulkner

Manchester,
UK

Thomas Kendal, 
James Milne and 
Adam Faulkner

Drapery 1836 Acquired by 
Harrods in 
1919 & House 
of Fraser in 
1959

Bainbridge’s Newcastle upon 
Tyne, 
UK

Emerson Mus-
champ Bainbridge

Drapery 1838 Bought by John 
Lewis in 1952

Harrod’s London, 
UK

Richard Burbidge Groceries 1840s

John Lewis’s London, 
UK

John Lewis Drapery 1864

W.H. Whiteley Westbourne Grove,
UK

William Whiteley Fancy Goods 1867

Fenwick Ltd Newcastle-upon-
Tyne, 
UK

J.J. Fenwick Drapery 1882

Selfridge’s London, 
UK

H. Gordon 
Selfridge

Department 
Store

1909

Bon Marché Paris,
France

Aristide Boucicaut Piece goods 1852/1860

Les Galeries du 
Louvre

Paris,
France

Alfred Chauchard 
& Auguste Hériot

Fashion 1855 Closed in 1974

Printemps Paris,
France

Jules Jaluzot Drapery 1865

La Samaritaine Paris,
France

Ernest Cognacq & 
Marie-Louise Jay

Drapery 1869 Closed in 2005

Galeries Lafay-
ette

Paris,
France

Théophile Bader 
& Alphonse Kahn

Drapery 1893/1896

Macy’s New York, 
USA

Rowland Hussey 
Macy

Dry goods 1858

Wanamaker’s Philadelphia
USA

John Wanamaker Men’s clothing 1861

Marshall Field Chicago,
USA

Marshall Field Dry goods 1865 Acquired by 
Macy’s 2005

Anthony 
Hordern

Sydney,
NSW

Anthony Hordern Drapery 1823/1905 Acquired by 
Walton’s 1969

David Jones Sydney,
NSW

David Jones Drapery 1838

Boans Ltd Perth, 
WA

Harry Boan Department 
Store

1895 Acquired by 
Myer 1984

Myer Bendigo/Melbourne, 
VIC.

Sidney Myer Drapery 1900/1911

The dates are indicative in many cases since the evolution from a simple store to a complex department store often 
took a number of years.
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CHAPTER ONE

HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

1.0 Introduction:

As this is a business history I have enlarged on this genre as it applies to this thesis, and 
noted the paucity of Australian contributions to this academic field. A number of unique 
personalities were prime movers and so the theory of entrepreneurship, especially some 
of the more recent writings on the subject, will provide some useful insights. The most 
significant attempt to apply Alfred Chandler’s ideas to an Australian context is Grant 
Fleming, David Merrett and Simon Ville’s The Big End of Town: big business and corporate 
leadership in twentieth-century Australia.1 This chapter shows how I intend to make use 
of their work in this thesis. The fundamental aim, however, is to review the relevant 
literature as a context in which to locate the Boans story.

A number of feminist historians have focussed on what they perceive to be the patriarchal 
and manipulative role of department store owners and managers and I have outlined 
and responded to some of their contentions. I want to argue that in the Boans case this 
was good corporate citizenship, a part of Boans For Service, and needs to be judged in 
the circumstances of the time. Nevertheless I have drawn on the work of Gail Reekie, 
an Australian social historian who has made an important contribution to department 
store historiography with her analysis of the way in which department stores constructed 
images of women on which they based their sales strategies.

2.0 Business History:

Chandler conceptualised problems in business history by ‘rooting business history in a 
particular intellectual tradition.’ 2 The tradition that nourished his major comparative 
analyses—Strategy and Structure (1962), The Visible Hand (1977) and Scale and Scope 
(1988)—arose out of the writings of Max Weber and Emile Durkheim through his 
intellectual apprenticeship to sociologist Talcott Parsons.3 The value of Chandler’s 
work lies in the typology he developed in The Visible Hand that distinguished between 
entrepreneurial, family and managerial capitalism, and that identified the revolution in 
transportation and communication, production and distribution as necessary conditions for 
the development of the modern industrial enterprise. Although he focussed on large-scale 

1 G. Fleming, D. Merrett and S. Ville, The Big End of Town: big business and corporate leadership in 
twentieth-century Australia, Cambridge, UK: CUP, 2004. Abbreviated to TBEoT.

2 T.K. McCraw (Ed.), The Essential Alfred Chandler: essays towards a historical theory of big business, Boston, 
Mass.: Harvard Business School Press, 1988, Editor’s Note, p. 301.

3 McCraw traces Chandler’s intellectual development in his Introduction to The Essential Alfred Chandler. 
Chandler’s major publications are: Strategy and Structure: chapters in the history of the American industrial 
enterprise, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1962; The Visible Hand: the managerial revolution in American 
business, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1977; Scale and Scope: the dynamics of industrial capitalism, 
Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1988.
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manufacturing, particularly in Scale and Scope, his work has been given a comprehensive 
Australian application in TBEoT. I will discuss the work later in this chapter.

Chandler, according to Harvard colleague Thomas McCraw, ‘established business history 
as an independent and important area of study.’ 4 Before his comparative models and 
penetrating generalisations, his business histories, like those of other business historians 
on both sides of the Atlantic, were monographs or single subject books. His Pulitzer 
Prize-winning The Visible Hand, for example, could not have been written until there were 
enough case studies and company histories of the components involved in transportation 
(steamboats and then railroads), communications (the telegraph companies) and the 
production and distribution sectors of big business (the oil companies and large retail 
businesses).5 

A narrative or case study approach does not mean that the historian should ignore either 
economic theory or quantitative methods. Here, the business historian John Dales’ advice 
is instructive: ‘Check the price ratios between wood and coal in America and Europe before 
concluding that a wood-burning railroad entrepreneur was technologically backward 
to his European counterpart using coal.’6 So too is economic historian R.L. Basmann’s 
comment on the relationship between history and theory. The competent historian, he 
said, should not be:

so content with the existing degree of empirical confirmation of proffered 
“economic laws” that he will hesitate to offer generalizations and hypotheses of 
his own making if the latter seem better to account for the facts at his disposal.  
…  the only really sound argument against a piece of research in economic 
history is … that at some point or other its assumptions or conclusions are at 
variance with publicly available independently warranted statements of fact.7 

Australian resource and finance industries have been well served by a number of 
distinguished historians, Geoffrey Blainey in particular. Blainey is Australia’s best 
known historian and probably the most controversial. Social commentator Donald 
Horne claimed that Blainey (and historian Manning Clark) have ‘performed the miracle 
of interesting many Australians in the history of their own society.’ Many of Blainey’s 

4 McCraw, The Essential Alfred Chandler, Introduction, p. 11. The italics are McCraw’s. 

5 Chandler, The Visible Hand. He describes the development of mass retailing that made the department 
store possible at pp. 224-233, and the chain store at pp. 233-235. The principles and generalisations 
drawn from transnational case studies and corporate histories provided the material for Scale and Scope. 
This work depicts the evolution of large industrial firms into multinational firms and examines the 
patterns of growth in the United States (principally), Germany and Britain. There are references to 
department stores and mass retailing scattered through the text. (It is perhaps worth noting that Harvard 
Business School pioneered the case study method of teaching business management. It was here that 
Chandler developed his ideas and his career and from where he published his major works.)

6 J.H. Dales, ‘Business history and economic theory,’ Proceedings of the 14th Annual Meeting of the Business 
History Conference, London, Ontario: 1967, pp. 35-36, quoted in J.H. Soltow, ‘The entrepreneur in 
economic history’, American Economic Review, vol. 58, no. 2, 1968, p. 90.

7 R.L. Basmann, ‘The role of the economic historian in predictive testing of proffered “Economic 
Laws”’, Explorations in Entrepreneurial History, Winter, 1967, pp. 177, 179, quoted in J.H. Soltow, ‘The 
entrepreneur in economic history’.
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comments, especially on Australian migration, have ‘sparked years of public debate’. Few 
would quarrel with his high standards of scholarship, however, based on what historian 
Stuart Mcintyre noted as a ‘comprehensive study of documentary record and the skilful 
use of secondary literature.’ In November 2000, a symposium held in the State Library of 
Victoria — almost Blainey’s second home — evaluated his life and work.8

Geoffrey Bolton, one of the contributors, argued that as an economic historian, Blainey is 
without peer — for his output, his ‘narrative zest’, and the ‘originality and persuasiveness’ 
of his themes.9 For the first decade after his graduation from the University of Melbourne, 
he lived by his pen — probably the first academically trained historian in Australia to do 
so — writing books on mining, banking and manufacturing.10 He also wrote suburban 
and educational institution histories.11 Whereas most other historians were concerned 
with political history, Blainey’s priorities were institutional and business histories, and 
social and later cultural history, with two particular themes: human interaction with the 
environment and technological innovation. His vivid narratives were often leavened with 
examples drawn from the oral histories he either recorded or had access to, and were spiced 
with the illuminating detail he found through his ‘atomic’ system of research. He built his 
structures from the ‘smallest discreet fragments’ to find out why things happened.12

8 Articles generated by that symposium are included in D. Gare, G. Bolton, S. Mcintyre, T. Stannage 
(Eds), The Fuss That Never Ended: the life and work of Geoffrey Blainey, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 2003. 
Blainey’s status as a member of the Australian historical profession is noted in the Preface (p. vii). The 
Donald Horne quote is in Mcintyre’s essay, ‘Blainey and the Australian historical profession’ (p. 6). The 
debate on Asian migration was precipitated by remarks Blainey made to a gathering of Warnambool 
Rotarians in March 1984. In the Canberra Times of 10 April 1985, John Stone, the former Secretary to 
the Treasury (1979-1984) and soon to be Senator for Queensland (1987-1990), added fuel to the flames 
when he described Blainey’s courage before the fire storm as ‘a brave man set upon by thugs for telling 
the truth.’ The quotation is also in the Preface.

9 Bolton was talking about Blainey’s The Tyranny of Distance in his essay ‘The tyranny of distance revisited’ 
(p. 29) but many of the authors in this anthology make similar points.

10 The most comprehensive bibliography on Blainey’s oeuvre is available at the Monash University Library 
website. See Part 1 – Works by Geoffrey Blainey at http://www.lib.monash.edu/non-cms/blainey/Part1.
html and Part 2 - Works about Geoffrey Blainey at http://www.lib.monash.edu/non-cms/blainey/Part2.
html.

11 G. Blainey, A History of Camberwell, Brisbane, Qld: Jacaranda Press in association with the Camberwell 
City Council, 1964; The University of Melbourne: a centenary portrait, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1956, A 
Centenary History of the University of Melbourne, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1957; with J. Morrissey and S. 
Hulme, Wesley College the First Hundred Years, Melbourne, Vic.: The President and Council Wesley 
College, Melbourne, in association with Robertson and Mullens, 1967. 

12 Mcintyre identifies Beatrice Webb as a mentoring example of this technique. Blainey’s way of working 
corresponds with the ‘scientific history’ methodology described by R.G. Collingwood in The Idea of 
History, London: OUP, 1946, in Part V, Epilegomena, in particular pp. 266-282. Blainey recognises the 
‘scissors and paste’ historian in ‘Scissors and paste in local history’, Historical Studies: Australia and New 
Zealand, vol. 6, 1954, pp. 339-344. Such historians, he says (on p. 340), have ‘little interest in fragments 
of evidence’; they pave their history ‘with slabs which other writers have constructed.’ The single fact 
not the six-line quotation or long précis, he says, is the bedrock. Blainey, a research student at the 
University of Melbourne at the time, acknowledged his debt to Beatrice Webb who outlined her system 
in My Apprenticeship, Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1938. Blainey was 24 years old when 
The Peaks of Lyell first appeared in 1954. It is still in print, still a good read despite reservations some 
historians now have with respect to its management-labour relations. He is the authoritative historian of 
the mining industry with such works as The Rush That Never Ended (1963) and The Rise of Broken Hill 
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Out of several individual histories of mining or mining-related companies, he wrote a 
general history of Australian mining The Rush That Never Ended.13 No other historian 
can claim such an achievement; no other industry boast such recognition. Economic 
historian Joseph Schumpeter would have identified Blainey as one who recognised the 
importance of technology and innovation and the creative destruction that went with it; 
Chandler would have applauded what historian Geoffrey Bolton described as the ability 
to show that ‘economic history can also be graceful literature’. Blainey’s company histories, 
said historian B. Griffen-Foley, not only ‘illuminate the development of the particular 
institution he writes about, but provide insights into much broader economic and social 
issues.’ 14 

3.0 Australian Retail Historiography:

There are few analytical histories written of Australian retailing firms. There are even 
fewer on department stores, and none on Western Australian retailing.15 There is not 
enough retailing history to form a critical mass that would lead to what economist and 

(1968). The Tyranny of Distance (1966)—the title is a phrase that has entered the Australian language 
although there is debate as to whether he coined or borrowed it. He has also written in other fields with 
such works as A History of the AMP: 1848-1998 (1999) and A History of Victoria (2006), the State in 
which he was born and raised. His best writing combines a stimulating narrative energy with incisive 
and persuasive economic analysis.

13 G. Blainey, The Rush That Never Ended: a history of Australian mining, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1963; 4th 
edition 1993.

14 The Bolton quotation is from his essay ‘The tyranny of distance revisited’, (p. 29) and Griffen-Foley’s 
from her essay ‘The Steven Seagal factor: the corporate histories’, (p. 83) in The Fuss That Never Ended.

15 A search of several bibliographies and a sample of Australian university databases revealed that there were 
no major publications on retailing or on the major department stores. The biographical exception was 
Sidney Myer. The following illustrate the paucity of material: D.H. Briggs and R.L. Smyth, Distribution of 
Groceries: economic aspects of the distribution of groceries with special reference to Western Australia, Nedlands, 
WA: UWA Press, 1967. The authors wrote in their Preface: ‘… very little indeed has been written 
about retailing in Australia. Economists in Australia, until recently, have written surprisingly little about 
particular industries or branches of commerce. … The absence of studies in the field of distribution 
by economists in Australia occurred because they were concerned about more important matters.’; K. 
Dunstan, The Store on the Hill: Georges Australia Ltd, Melbourne, Vic.: Macmillan, 1979; F. Pollan and 
P. Geeves, ‘A romance with retailing: an early history before 1900 and progress to 1913’, Sydney, NSW: 
Retail Traders’ Association, 1983; N. Brash, The Model Store 1885-1985: Grace Brothers, 100 years serving 
Sydney, Sydney, NSW: Kevin Weldon & Associates, 1985; F. Pollan, ‘Shopkeepers and shoppers: a 
social history of retailing in New South Wales from 1788’, Sydney, NSW: Retail Traders’ Association, 
1989; B. Brown, I Excel! The life and times of Sir Henry Jones, Hobart, Tas.: Libra Books, 1991. Charles 
Lloyd Jones’ ‘The history of David Jones Ltd’ appears in the Journal of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society, vol. 41, no. 5, 1955. In the David Jones Ltd archives there are M. Lucy’s ‘History of David Jones 
Ltd’, 1976, and archivist B. Horton’s ‘Brief History of David Jones Ltd’, 1985. R. Thompson wrote a 
BA Hons Thesis, ‘David Jones in war and peace’, Macquarie University, 1980. There are no significant 
histories of Anthony Hordern & Sons, Farmers or John Martins (in Adelaide). The entrepreneurial 
founders of these department stores all have entries in the Australian Dictionary of Biography; several of 
the entries have errors of fact. For Western Australia it is equally sparse. J. Lee reworked A.W. (Bert) 
Barrett’s manuscript into Anchor! The sign of the Anchor in the West, Perth, WA: Anchor Foods Pty Ltd, 
c.1979, the story of G. Wood Son and Co (WA) Pty Ltd and Anchor Foods Pty Ltd Western Australia 
from 1891 to 1979; J. Feldmann, Gadsden: the first 100 years, Melbourne, Vic.: J. Gadsden Australia Ltd, 
1980 — the firm was delisted from the ASX on 10 September 1986. In 1997 three hundred copies were 
printed of W. Mahoney’s Ballymacoda to Bunduli: the story of Aherns in W.A., Northbridge, WA: Access 
Press, 1997. 
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economic historian David Merrett described as the broad interpretations of business 
history that can achieve ‘A better understanding of the various processes that have moulded 
the changing character of Australian society and determined the material welfare of its 
people over the past 200 years.’ 16  He wrote in his 1988 entry ‘Business history’ for the 
Oxford Companion to Australian History that ‘The more academic studies that made up the 
very best of business history commissioned and published overseas are almost unknown in 
Australia.’  His conclusion in 2000 was that ‘Business history has been an underdeveloped 
area in Australian economic historiography.17

This is still true. In 2004, Fleming, Ville and Merrett wrote: ‘We lack the rich tradition 
of business history scholarship available in nations such as the United Kingdom or the 
United States.’ 18 A recent study by economic historian, Simon Ville, is a good example of 
academic business history. 19 The availability of archival material assisted his fascinating 
study of the stock and station agent in the Australian and New Zealand pastoral industry, 
since substantial evidence had survived for most major companies in each country.20 
Availability and access to adequate company records and documents is the lifeblood 
of business history. Family companies present greater challenges in this regard than do 
publicly listed companies who must lodge certain records including annual reports with 
the Australian Stock Exchange, or a public records office.21 Boans was a private company 
for its first fifty-nine years. Financial statements have survived, however, for the period 
1913-1915 (Boan Bros), 1919-1935 and 1938-1951 (Boans Ltd). Data extrapolated from 
these statements appear in Appendices 5.2B to 5.2E.

4.0 WA Business Historiography:

Sadly, the observations F. Broeze made in 1992 about Western Australian business 
historiography hold true in 2012: ‘although a number of “business histories” have appeared 
[there has been] little recognition of this genre in the general history of WA.’ 22 He 

16 D. Merrett, ‘Business history: getting value for money’, Australian Corporate History Bulletin, vol. 1, no. 
1, Nov. 1985, p. 2.

17 G. Davison, J. Hirst, S. Macintyre (Eds), The Oxford Companion to Australian History, Melbourne: OUP, 
1998; D.T. Merrett, ‘Business institutions and behaviour in Australia: a new perspective; Business History, 
vol. 42, no. 3, 2000, p. 10. D. Merrett’s essay was an introduction to a specific edition of Business History 
devoted to recent Australian business history. The essays represent a new direction in the methodology 
of Australian business history, but it was debatable ‘whether this style of scholarship would redefine 
the work of Blainey and others in the 1950s and 1960s.’ One thing seemed certain: ‘The new wave of 
business history is unlikely to receive strong support from business’. (pp. 4, 10).

18 Fleming, TBEoT, p. vii.

19 S. Ville, The Rural Entrepreneurs: a history of the stock and station agent industry in Australia and New 
Zealand, Cambridge, UK: CUP, 2000.

20 Ville, The Rural Entrepreneurs, p. x.

21 There are few records in the Boan family, and most of the company records are in the Victoria State 
Library — fifty-three boxes occupy 36 metres of space. By contrast the Boans records in the State 
Library of Western Australia, J. S. Battye section, take up less than 2 metres.

22 F. Broeze, ‘Private enterprise, government and society: business history in WA’ in Private Enterprise, 
Government and Society: Studies in Western Australian History, vol. XIII, 1992, p. 1. Other quotations are 
from this article.
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noted that A New History of Western Australia, edited by C.T. Stannage (1981) ‘leaves 
out business history altogether’ while the Westralian History Group lamented in 1985 
that ‘business history for too long has remained a Cinderella industry.’ Geoffrey Bolton 
reminded readers in his review of Western Australian historiography in A New History, that 
F.K. Crowley’s call in 1964 for better business history was ignored by the next generation 
of historians—with one exception: the unpublished PhD thesis by R.M.C. Lourens on 
the Perth Building Society. Bolton wrote that it ‘stands as a model of what might be 
achieved even with the apparent paucity of source materials in Western Australia.’ 23 One 
of Lourens’ many attributes was that he was a practising accountant and so able to bring 
a forensic skill to the analysis of financial records, however incomplete or opaque they 
might have been.

There have been volumes written on the history of Western Australian companies and the 
men who ran them, by historians, financial journalists and public relations executives, but 
few have been subject to the intellectual rigour or independence that a thesis demands.24 
Ronda Jamieson’s PhD thesis looked at country storekeeping using the Drew family 
businesses as her case study. These businesses were located in Ravensthorpe and other 
country areas of Western and South Australia in the period 1838-1957.25 There are no 
significant case studies or histories of Western Australian retailing firms and this thesis is 
a contribution to that neglected field of study.

5.0 The Big End of Town:

The Big End of Town [TBEoT] is an attempt to apply the Chandler model, as modified 
and informed by critical scholarship, to an evolutionary history of big business in 
Australia. One of the authors, David Merrett, had already done some comparative work 
in this area through Business Institutions and Behaviour in Australia, a book he edited 

23 G. Bolton, ‘Western Australia reflects on its past’, in Stannage (Ed), A New History of Western Australia, 
p. 687. F.K. Crowley’s review of the state of Western Australian historiography is in ‘Western Australian 
history 1952-1964: retrospect and prospect’, University Studies in History, vol. IV, no. 2 (1963-64), pp. 
9-34. R.M.C. Lourens, The Perth Building Society: a study in institutional growth, Nedlands, WA: UWA 
Scholars’ Store, Thesis 1973 LOU.

24 Some examples: J. Mills, The Timber People: a history of Bunnings Ltd, Perth, WA: Bunnings Ltd, 1986; 
J. McIlwraith The First 500 Million: the Mt Newman story, Perth, WA: Public Affairs Dept., Iron Ore 
BHP-Utah International, 1988;  J. McIlwraith and L. Boylen, Power for the People: a history of gas and 
electricity in Western Australia, Perth, WA: SECWA, 1994; J. McIlwraith and A. Harris, Striking Gold: 
100 Years of the Perth Mint, Perth, WA: WA Mint, 1999; K. Spillman, Horizons: a history of the Rural 
and Industries Bank of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: UWA Press for the Rural and Industries Bank 
of Western Australia, 1989; J. McIlwraith and R. Woldendorp, Hamersley Iron: twenty five years, Perth, 
WA: Hamersley Iron, 1991; R. Sayer, The CEO, the chairman and the board: Trevor Eastwood, Prahran, 
Vic.: Hardie Grant, 2009. In each case either the author was a member of the family, a close friend of 
the subject, an employee of the company or the work was commissioned and published by the company’s 
public affairs department to celebrate a significant event. And in each case, narrative is stronger than 
analysis.

25 R. Jamieson, ‘Country storekeeping: a case study of the Drew family businesses in Ravensthorpe and 
other country areas of Western and South Australia, 1838-1957’, Murdoch, WA: Murdoch University 
Library, PhD Thesis, 2001. The Library classified this dissertation as ‘Rural industries’ and ‘Small 
business’.
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in 2000.26 Chandler and other researchers, however, had concentrated their research on 
manufacturing activity. TBEoT took a broader approach and traced the development of 
Australian firms from resource, service and financial services industries, and to a lesser 
degree, retailing.27 A significant revelation was that Australia’s largest industrial firms 
had a sectoral distribution that contrasted with the narrow range encountered in the 
comparison countries: the United States, Britain, Germany and Japan.28

The authors identified two definitional issues associated with measuring the relative size 
of firms since no single criterion gave a definitive measure of size.29 Capitalisation and 
assets were the variables they chose. Market capitalisation is the stock market value of 
a company but as Boans was a private company from 1895 until it listed on the Stock 
Exchange of Perth in 1954, this measure is comparatively irrelevant.30 To qualify as an 
asset the resource must provide a company with a future economic benefit and that future 
benefit must be under the control of the company. Assets are offset by liabilities which 
represent present obligations that will require a company to sacrifice some of its assets to 
satisfy those obligations.31 Nevertheless, measuring the growth in assets over time records 
the growth in resources from past events on which a company is able to draw in the future. 
It is a useful measure in examining the growth and success of a company.

Surviving financial records for Boan Brothers and Boans Ltd have enabled me to look 
at Total Assets, Shareholder Equity, Sales and Net Profit Before Tax and how these 
have changed over time.32 The value of this data lies not in comparing Boans with other 

26 D. Merrett (Ed.) Business Institutions and Behaviour in Australia. London: Frank Cass, 2000. Merrett 
has also written a commissioned history of the ANZ Bank: ANZ Bank: a history of the Australia and New 
Zealand Banking Group Limited and its constituents. Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1985.

27 TBEoT, p. 26.

28 TBEoT, p. 27.

29 TBEoT, p. 4.

30 Market capitalisation is the stock market value of a company; it is calculated by multiplying the total 
number of issued shares outstanding by their share price. The shares must be capable of being publicly 
traded even if the shares are tightly held, as they were in the Boans case, and rarely changed hands. (P. 
Temple, Magic Numbers: the 33 key ratios that every investor should know, Singapore: John Wiley & Sons 
(Asia) Pte Ltd, 2002, p. 5.) In a submission in 1981 to the Trade Practices Commission, the Australian 
Associated Stock Exchanges saw its general role as ‘providing capital markets which permits the efficient 
transfer of funds between lenders and borrowers’, and its precise role as ‘that of agent between suppliers 
and users of financial capital’ (Section 2.1). The submission put the view that ‘Comparisons between 
companies can only be made when there is a market for the purchase and sale of existing equities or 
shares’ and ‘the existence of a market for the purchase and sale of those financial assets ... is central and 
essential to the workings of a financial system in a market economy’ (Section 2.3). It was not until 1954, 
when Boans Ltd was nearly sixty years old, that it listed on the Stock Exchange of Perth and so was 
able to gain access to the financial market of the Stock Exchange. It is a rare good fortune, then, to have 
access to the company’s financial records prior to 1954.

31 M. Bazley & P. Hancock, Contemporary Accounting, South Melbourne, Vic.: Thomson, 6th Edn, 2006, 
pp. 53-4, 92-7.

32 J.B. Morrison has supplied me with original financial statements for Boan Brothers (1913-1915); 
Boans Ltd (1918-1924, 1927-1928, 1930-1935, 1939-1940, 1942, 1944-1948, 1950-1951). The Battye 
Library has a Boans collection and a Stock Exchange of Perth collection. These collections hold an 
incomplete set of Boans Ltd Annual Reports and financial statements from when the private company 
became public in 1954 until its takeover in 1984. Prior to 1960 it was not always explicitly clear (but 
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retailing firms but in objective measures of Boans growth and financial performance. Ville 
and Merrett developed a time series for business profits for a variety of industries, from 
1901 to 1986, using as a measurement the return on shareholder equity.33 I have used 
their figures as a benchmark with which to compare the Boans performance, as shown in 
Appendix 5.2 F.

The authors of TBEoT established a dynamic economic model for determining a firm’s 
strategic direction. This is a rigorous model, based on assumptions about the rational 
behaviour of firms and managers, and includes economic, political, technological, cultural 
and social factors that influence the formation of business strategy. I have identified these 
elements where relevant or illustrative in the Boans story.

Firms that have played a dominant role in developing a new industry or transforming an 
existing one are prime movers. Retail companies regarded as prime movers in the top 100 
in Australia, at six time periods between 1910 and 1997, as set out in Appendix 1.2, were: 
David Jones (1930, 1952, 1964, 1986, 1997), Farmer (1910, 1930, 1952), Myer (1930, 
1952, 1964), Woolworths (1952, 1964, 1986, 1997) and Coles (Myer) (1952, 1964, 1986, 
1997). Boans Ltd was never regarded as a corporate leader according to TBEoT criteria. 
Appendix 1.1 shows the sectorial distribution of the top 100 Australian firms between 
1910 and 1986, according to the Australian Standard Industries Classification (1969), 
and the significance of the retailing component.34

Big business has dominated Australia’s corporate economy to a greater degree than in any 
other country, and so market share is an important indicator of leadership. It has not been 
possible to objectively quantify Boans market share of retailing in Western Australia until 
the very end of its life.  The geographical growth of a firm is also a strong indication of 
leadership. Competitive retailers who expanded inter-state and into Western Australia, 
include Foy & Gibson, David Jones and Myer.35 Boans Ltd was the dominant player in 
Western Australia and never moved inter-state but did open three regional branches—
Bunbury, Albany and Geraldton.

Innovation provides a strong source of competitive advantage as does diversification. 
The authors of TBEoT interpret ‘innovation’ to include processes, products, managerial 
techniques, organisational advances and the development of tangible and intangible 
assets (in-store brands, for example). Diversification means, in part, catering for different 
demographic and socio-economic characteristics of a consumer market. Innovation was a 
major competitive strength for Boans but diversification was more limited.

implied) that net profit was before tax.

33 S. Ville and D. Merrett, ‘A time series for business profitability in twentieth-century Australia’, Australian 
Economic Review, vol. 39, no. 3, 2006.

34 The Australian Standard Industrial Classification (1969) is reproduced on pp. 237-238 of TBEoT.

35 There is no major history of Foy & Gibson but the following are useful: S.W. Davies, Foy’s Saga: an 
account of the genesis and progress of the House of Foy & Gibson (WA) Limited, written and compiled in 
commemoration of their Jubilee, October 1895 to October 1945, Perth, WA: Foy & Gibson WA 
Limited, c.1946, and ‘Historic link-up across continent’, Sunday Times, 16 Aug. 1964, a brief history 
of Foy & Gibson stores in Perth 1895-1964 on the occasion of the merger in 1964 with David Jones, 
Sydney.
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Two directions of growth a corporate leader might take are by horizontal and vertical 
integration, followed by product diversification in response to new scientific or technological 
developments. According to Chandler, large-scale US corporations used both dimensions.36 
So did Australian companies. Myer diversified into Target and Officeworks, Woolworths 
into Big W, and Coles into Kmart. Boans adopted both forms of integration but on a 
more limited scale.

Firms grow by internal expansion, merger and inter-firm agreement. Most firms rely on 
internal growth for a part of their corporate history. In the first half of the century, there 
was a limited source of external finance and so Australian companies relied on retained 
earnings and private equity finance. Mergers, both friendly and hostile, were particularly 
important in retail company growth between 1947 and 1956. In the case of David Jones, 
for example, acquisitions accounted for 82-95 per cent of its growth; for Coles, 52-84 per 
cent; Myer, 29-30 per cent; Woolworths, 7-11 per cent.37 Myer acquired Bairds in 1969 as 
its entry point into Western Australia, and acquired Boans by takeover in 1984. 

Australia had under-developed capital markets for most of the 20th century and it was 
not until 1 April 1987 that the six state-based exchanges merged into the Australian 
Stock Exchange Ltd. This now represented a more efficient way to raise equity for 
financing corporate strategies. Retained earnings, short-term bank debt and short-term debt 
creditors had been the main sources of finance until the arrival of capital markets. Boans 
Ltd followed this pattern. ‘Retained earnings’ depends crucially on profitability and a 
sustainable competitive advantage. Empirical data on the profitability of Australian firms 
is hard to come by, especially of companies not listed on the stock exchange. 

Configuration includes the structures, processes, relationships and boundaries through 
which a company operates. These, in turn, are influenced by the strategic options adopted 
by a company’s managers, the technological features of a company and the industry in 
which it operates, and by the external environment. The final chapter of TBEoT considers 
the contribution to the economy, in a macro sense, through the distribution of wealth 
generated by the company among its stakeholders—employees, owners, creditors, 
suppliers and customers. 

The content, methodology and insights offered in TBEoT are relevant to my analysis 
of the reasons for why Boans Ltd was such a successful department store. The authors’ 
methodologies have enabled me to locate the company within an Australian context, and to 
evaluate its contribution to the State’s economic development. In summary then, TBEoT 
is useful because it sets the Australian business scene in a world context, is intellectually 
rigorous, and provides models, frameworks and a bibliography relevant to the thesis.

36 Chandler, Scale and Scope, Chs 3-6.

37 TBEoT, Table 5.1, p. 117.
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6.0 Entrepreneurship:

All successful businesses require the exercise of effective entrepreneurship but it is not a 
concept that has ‘a tightly agreed definition’.38 As economist Mark Casson has said, ‘the most 
difficult part of studying entrepreneurship is to define who or what is an entrepreneur.’ 39 
Most studies, he said, made no attempt at a definition.40 He was particularly concerned 
with the economic analysis of the entrepreneur.  In Appendix 1.5 I have illustrated the 
loose way in which the term is used. Dictionary definitions are only marginally helpful. 
The Macquarie Dictionary (1983) defines the noun as ‘one who organises and manages 
any enterprise, especially one involving considerable risk (often in [a] theatrical context)’.41 
The Britannica edition of Funk & Wagnalls Standard Dictionary (1962) also addresses 
both risk and entertainment:

1. One who undertakes to start and conduct an enterprise or business,   
 assuming full control and risk.

2. One who originates and manages entertainment, especially musical   
 productions, an impresario.

The Macquarie and Funk & Wagnalls definitions embody some important ideas: starting 
or originating an enterprise; managing or organising, and assuming full control of the 
enterprise; the enterprise involves risk and the assumption of that risk.42 In the eyes of 

38 G. Boyce and S. Ville, The Development of Modern Business, Houndmills, Basinstoke, UK: Palgrave, 2002, 
p. 30 and M. Ricketts, ‘Theories of entrepreneurship: historical development and critical assessment’ 
in M. Casson, B. Yeung, A. Basu and N.S. Wadeson (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of Entrepreneurship, 
Oxford, UK: OUP, 2006, p. 34. Boyce and Ville give attention to retailing, distribution and department 
stores but the emphasis is more on the United Kingdom and United States experience with a paragraph 
or two on Australia and Japan.

39 M. Casson, The Entrepreneur: an economic theory, Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2nd ed., 1982/2003, p. 
1. 

40 Casson, The Entrepreneur: an economic theory, p.1 for reference to difficulties of definition and p. 5 for 
reference to the difficulties of economic analysis.

41 Macquarie also has a second definition: ‘an employer of productive labour, a contractor’.

42 Interestingly both definitions refer to theatrical productions. Theatrical ventures are synonymous 
with risk. An industry that demands creativity, innovation and novelty throws up singular, risk-
assuming individuals—Serge Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes, the American impresario Sol Hurok, 
Edouard Borovansky and his Borovansky Ballet Company, theatrical entrepreneur J.C. Williamson, 
and Western Australia’s first theatrical entrepreneur, Anita Fitzgerald, for example. The literature on 
such entrepreneurs includes: L. Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, NY: OUP, 1989, J. Drummond, 
Speaking of Diaghilev, London: Faber & Faber, 1997; S. Hurok, S. Hurok presents: a memoir of the dance 
world, Sydney, NSW: Invisible Press, 1954, H. Robinson, The Last Impresario: the life, times and legacy 
of Sol Hurok, NY: Penguin Books, 1994; R. Grove, ‘Borovansky, Edouard (1902-1959)’, ADB, vol.13, 
Melbourne: MUP, 1993, pp. 220-222, B. Kitcher, From Gaolbird to Lyrebird: a life in Australian ballet, 
South Yarra, Vic.: Front Page Productions, 2001, E.H. Pask, Ballet in Australia: the second act 1940-
1980, Melbourne, Vic.: MUP, 1982, F.Salter, Borovansky: the man who made Australian ballet, Sydney, 
NSW: Wildcat Press , 1980; I.G. Dicker, J.C.W.: a short biography, Rose Bay, NSW: Elizabeth Tudor 
Press, 1974 (a published version of his PhD thesis), H.M. van der Poorten, ‘Williamson, James Cassius 
(1845-1913)’, ADB, vol. 6, pp. 406-407. See also D. Hough, A Dream of Passion: the centennial history 
of His Majesty’s Theatre, Perth, WA: HMT Foundation, 2004, Ch. 4, ‘Not in one bottom trusted: the 
entrepreneurs’.
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many people, and certainly in the eyes of Antonio’s friends in Shakespeare’s The Merchant 
of Venice, where investments are ‘not in one bottom trusted’, the assumption and spread of 
risk is a necessary attribute for the entrepreneur.43 

Casson recognised that there might be a correlation between various personal characteristics 
and entrepreneurial activity.44 The role of information in stimulating entrepreneurial activity 
and the exercise of judgement in sourcing and using it were two essential components of 
entrepreneurial behaviour.45  There are several other theories or models of entrepreneurship 
eclectically relevant to this thesis associated with Frank Knight, Joseph Schumpeter, Israel 
Kirzner, Harvey Leibenstein and Mark Casson. The research and writings of Michael 
Porter on strategy and competition complement these entrepreneurial associations.

7.0 Frank Knight:

Knight first clarified the entrepreneur’s risk-bearing role in 1921 in Risk, Uncertainty and 
Profit.46 He distinguished between uncertainty bearing and insurable risk. According to 
financial historian Peter Bernstein, it was ‘the first work of any importance, and in any field 
of study, that deals explicitly with decision-making under conditions of uncertainty.’47 Risk 
can be reduced through insurance but uncertainty is best reduced through ‘consolidation’, 
that is, by collecting individual instances and allocating each particular instance a 
proportional share of the whole, a process of ‘diffusion’. [This contrasts with the modern-
day practice of portfolio ‘diversification’ in the equity-market.]

Large-scale organisations such as Boans Ltd reduced uncertainty through what 
Knight called ‘foresight’ and collective judgement, something more difficult for smaller 
organisations such as the corner store. It becomes crucial, then, for organisations to either 
recruit or appoint people noted for foresight (rather than hindsight) and good judgement 
to key management positions or executive directorships. Making a wrong appointment 
can have serious financial consequences. According to Casson, ‘the pure profit generated 
by a large firm is compensation to people for bearing the uncertainty that they have 
delegated decisions to the wrong sort of person.’48 Knight depicted the entrepreneur as 
the recipient of pure profit, ‘the residual income available after all contractual payments 
have been deducted from the revenues of the enterprise’, the reward for bearing the cost 
of uncertainty.

43 P.L. Bernstein provides a readable history of risk in his Against the Gods: the remarkable story of risk, NY: 
John Wiley & Sons, 1998. See also Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Act I, Sc. 1: Antonio’s ventures, 
like those of most theatrical entrepreneurs, ‘are not in one bottom trusted’. 

44 Casson, The Entrepreneur: an economic theory, p. 6.

45 Casson, Preface to the 2nd edition of The Entrepreneur: an economic theory (2003) and Ch. 15, Conclusions.

46 F. Knight, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1921. The book was based on 
his 1916 doctoral dissertation at Cornell University. Although nearly a century old, it is still relevant.

47 Bernstein, Against the Gods, p. 219. He gives a biographical profile and assessment of Knight as a man 
and as a scholar at pp. 218-223. 

48 Casson, The Entrepreneur: an economic theory, p. 222. The next quote is also from this source, p. 220.
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8.0 Joseph Schumpeter:

Schumpeter developed the theory of creative destruction in his Capitalism, Socialism and 
Democracy (1942). It described an evolving process of competitive transformation that 
accompanied radical innovation. It was for him an essential characteristic of entrepreneurial 
capitalism. According to business historian T. McCraw, in his Pulitzer Prize winning study 
of Schumpeter, ‘creative destruction constantly sweeps out old products, old enterprises and 
old organizational forms, replacing them with new ones.’49 Business strategy, Schumpeter 
wrote, ‘must be seen in its role in the perennial gale of creative destruction; it cannot be 
understood irrespective of it …’50 Nor can it be understood at a specific point in time, 
fixed like a snapshot or a balance sheet. It is necessary to look at business performance 
over an extended period.51

Schumpeter also had something to say about risk. Risk bearing, he said, is not part of the 
entrepreneurial function; it is the capitalist who bears the risk. ‘The entrepreneur does 
so only to the extent to which … he is also the capitalist, but qua [in the capacity of ] 
entrepreneur he loses other peoples’ money.’52 For any given innovation, the entrepreneur 
‘may, but need not, be the person who furnishes the capital’. Capitalism alone, when 
compared with other economic systems, enables people to become entrepreneurs before 
they possess the necessary funds to establish an enterprise.53 In the end, however, ‘it is 
leadership rather than ownership that matters’. As part of the entrepreneurial function, ‘it 
consists in getting things done.’54 

9.0 Israel Kirzner:

Whereas Schumpeter took the view that creative destruction resulted in market 
disequilibrium, Kirzner had a contrary view that entrepreneurial behaviour brought 
markets into equilibrium by exploiting ‘market gaps’, a strategy known as ‘arbitrage’.55 

49 T. McCraw, Prophet of Innovation: Joseph Schumpeter and creative destruction, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press, 2007, p. 352. 

50 J. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, NY: HarperPerennial, 1942/2008, p. 84.  Ch. VII 
details The Process of Creative Destruction.

51 Schumpeter was not the first to use either creative destruction or business strategy but he popularised them. 
Business strategy is now one of the most ubiquitous terms in management literature and the concept 
creative destruction ‘seemed tailor-made to describe the process by which information and communication 
technology destroyed previous technological solutions and laid waste old companies in order to make 
room for the new.’ McCraw traces the pedigree of business strategy in Prophet of Innovation, p. 638, 
n.18, the source of the quote. H. and E. Reinert examine the origin of creative destruction in ‘Creative 
destruction in economics: Nietzsche, Sombart, Schumpeter’ in The European Heritage in Economics and 
Social Science, 2006, vol. 3, pp. 55-85, Ch. 4. I’m reminded of some lines from Rabindranath Tagore’s 
poem, Brahma, Visnu, Siva, Part II, The Music: ‘From the heart of all matter/ Comes the anguished cry 
-/ “Wake, wake, great Siva,/Our body grows weary/Of its law-fixed path,/Give us new form,/Sing our 
destruction,/That we may gain new life.”’

52 J. Schumpeter, Business Cycles: a theoretical, historical and statistical analysis of the capitalist process, NY: 
McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1939, vol. 1, p. 104.

53 McCraw, Prophet of Innovation, quoted on p. 255. The ‘leadership’ quote is also from this source. 

54 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, p. 132.

55  ‘Arbitrage’ is buying a good or asset in one market when price is low and simultaneously selling in another 
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Following the publication of Competition and Entrepreneurship in 1973, Kirzner has been 
at pains to point out that his work has explored ‘not the nature of the talents needed 
for entrepreneurial success, nor any guidelines to be followed by would-be successful 
entrepreneurs, but, instead, the nature of the market process set in motion by the entrepreneurial 
decision.56 

He summarised his understanding of the Schumpeterian entrepreneur as one who, 

creates a world different from [the one] which he finds. He introduces 
hitherto undreamt of products, he pioneers hitherto unthought of methods 
of production, he opens up a new market in hitherto undiscovered territory 
… pushing (what might otherwise have been) an equilibrium market, away 
from equilibrium. His creativity disrupts what would otherwise have been a 
serene market.57

Kirzner, on the other hand, drew attention to a ‘different way of seeing’ the impact of the 
individual entrepreneurial decision upon the market phenomena of the real world.

… the entrepreneur is not seen as disturbing any existing or prospective states 
of equilibrium. Rather he is seen as driving the process of equilibrium. In that 
process the market is, as it were, gravitating (through entrepreneurial activity) 
towards the hypothetical state of equilibrium. 58

Kirzner’s entrepreneur in 1973 did not need to be creative; he need only be alert to 
price differentials which others had not yet noticed.59 These discrepancies presented 
profit opportunities for entrepreneurs.60 The difference would appear to be a creative 
Schumpeterian entrepreneur who generated pure profit and a passive Kirznerian 
entrepreneur who exploited profit opportunities.61

These positions are not mutually exclusive. Both are engaged in a form of arbitrage but 
with different time horizons. Both want to acquire resources (inputs) in an innovative way 
to be converted into products (outputs) at a profit. The difference lies in the equilibrative 
impact that each has on the market. For Schumpeter it was divergent; for Kirzner it was 

market where the price is higher. Israel Kirzner, associated with the Austrian School of economists, 
first set forth his ideas in ‘Entrepreneurship and the market approach to development’ in a 1969 essay, 
subsequently included in his Perception, Opportunity and Profit, Chicago, Ill.: Chicago UP, 1979. The 
most complete development of his ideas is in Competition and Entrepreneurship, Chicago, Ill.: Chicago 
UP, 1973. His focus on the market side of capitalism is continued in Discovery and the Capitalist Process, 
Chicago, Ill.: Chicago UP, 1985, The Meaning of Market Process, London: Routledge, 1992, and ‘The 
limits of the market: the real and the imagined’ in Israel Kirzner (Ed.) The Driving Force of the Market – 
Essays in Austrian economics, London: Routledge, 2000.

56 I. Kirzner, ‘The alert and creative entrepreneur: a clarification’, Stockholm, Sweden: Research Institute 
of Industrial Economics, IFN Working Paper No. 760, 2008, p. 1. The italics are his.

57 Kirzner, IFN Working Paper No. 760, p. 3.

58 Kirzner, IFN Working Paper No. 760, p. 3.

59 Kirzner, IFN Working Paper No. 760, p. 4.

60 Kirzner, IFN Working Paper No. 760, p. 6.

61 Kirzner, IFN Working Paper No. 760, p. 7. My italics.
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convergent.

10.0 Harvey Leibenstein:

Leibenstein was particularly interested in allocative efficiency — the allocation of resources 
to make the best use of them — in relation to the theory of the firm. Economists have 
paid most attention to the optimal use of the factors of production ‘to the exclusion of 
other types of efficiencies that, in fact, are much more significant in many instances.’ 62 
His concern was the issue of ‘allocative efficiency versus an initially undefined type of 
efficiency that we shall refer to as “X-Efficiency”.’ 63

Management and boardroom soon recognised the practical significance of his work. 
Leibenstein helped in this by refining and extending his ideas in subsequent papers that 
applied his theory to entrepreneurship (1968) and innovation (1969), and in his major 
book, General X-efficiency Theory and Economic Development (1978).64 His concept of 
entrepreneurship was a creative response to X-efficiency.65 Employee or agency tardiness 
that contributed to a culture of inefficiency created entrepreneurial opportunity; this was 
a competitive threat to an inefficient organisation since it provided the entrepreneur with 
opportunities for takeover or integration. The two roles he identified for the entrepreneur 
were what he called input completion — making available inputs which improved the 
efficiency of existing practices or enhanced the introduction of new ones — and gap filling 
that approximated quite closely to Kirzner’s concept of ‘arbitrage’. 

Leibenstein visualised the economy in a powerful metaphor as a net made up of nodes 
and pathways:

The nodes represent industries or households that receive inputs (or consumer 
goods) along the pathway and send outputs (final goods and inputs for the 
other commodities) to other nodes. The perfect competition model would 
be represented by a net that is complete, that has pathways that are well 
marked and well defined, that has well-marked and well-defined nodes, and 
one in which each element (i.e., firm or household) of each node deals with 

62 H. Leibenstein, ‘Allocative efficiency vs “X-efficiency”’, American Economic Review, 1966, vol. 56, no. 3, 
p. 392.

63 Leibenstein, ‘Allocative efficiency vs “X-efficiency”, p. 393. In his landmark paper of 1966, Leibenstein 
drew on the results of International Labour Organisation productivity missions and consultancies to 
manufacturing firms in a number of countries. Changes to the way in which machines were utilised 
and materials handled, the reorganisation of plant layout and waste control, changes in worker training 
and supervision, and the introduction of payment by results significantly affected labour productivity 
and savings in labour and capital. His conclusion was that, ‘There is more to the determination of 
output than the obviously observable inputs. The nature of the management, the environment in 
which it operates, and the incentives employed are significant.’ (p. 401). Sometimes the literature reads 
‘X-efficiency’ sometimes ‘X-Efficiency’.

64 H. Leibenstein, ‘Entrepreneurship and development’, American Economic Review, 1968,  vol. 58, no. 2, 
pp. 72-83; ‘Organizational or frictional equilibria, X-Efficiency, and the rate of innovation’, Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 1969, vol. 83, pp. 600-623; General X-efficiency Theory and Economic Development, 
NY: OUP, 1978. 

65 Leibenstein, ‘Entrepreneurship and Development’, pp. 75-76.
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every other node along the pathways on equal terms for the same commodity. 
In the realistic model we have in mind there are holes and tears in the net, 
obstructions (knots) along the pathways, and some nodes and pathways, 
where they exist, are poorly defined and poorly marked or entirely unmarked 
from the viewpoint of elements of other nodes. We may refer to this net as 
impeded, incomplete, and “dark” in contrast to the unimpeded and “well-lit” 
net that represents the competitive model.66

He located the entrepreneur’s activity within the net. Entrepreneurs, he said, worked 
in the well-defined, non-hole, non-obstruction part of the net to carry out routine 
entrepreneurial-managerial activities. Their activities might create new pathways (by 
extending markets) or create obstacles (such as high entry costs) where they did not 
previously exist. Inventions and the creation of new knowledge may either extend the 
net to ‘vague and incomplete areas’ or may replace ‘ill-defined and obstruction-laden’ 
pathways and nodes with those that are relatively well defined.

11.0 Mark Casson:

In 1991 Casson attempted to reconcile innovation (Schumpeter) and uncertainty (Knight) 
and arbitrage (Kirzner) when he distinguished between routine decision-making based 
on precedent and judgmental decision-making, for which there were no precedents, that 
involved, therefore, reaching a correct decision in the face of uncertainty. Such decision-
making was usually associated with the provision of long-term planning. When successful 
the results were improved efficiency in the firm and increased market control.67

According to Max Hartwell and Jacqui Lane in their study of Australian entrepreneurship 
from 1788 to 1990, ‘entrepreneurs have no role in the conventional interpretation of 
Australian history and when they are mentioned they are more often criticised than 
praised.’ 68 They go on to say that ‘some of Australia’s greatest entrepreneurial endeavours 
have been in the area of retailing.’ 69 They cite Hordern, Myer, David Jones, Coles and 
Grace as names that ‘immediately spring to mind when one thinks about retailing 
entrepreneurs’. The Boan name is not one that sprang immediately or belatedly to mind.70 

66 The metaphor was articulated first in ‘Entrepreneurship and Development’, pp. 76-77 and repeated in 
General X-efficiency Theory and Economic Development, p. 45.

67 This summary drew on Boyce and Ville, The Development of Modern Business, Ch. 2, ‘Entrepreneurship 
and management’.

68 M. Hartwell and J. Lane, Champions of Enterprise: Australian entrepreneurship 1788-1990, Double Bay, 
NSW: Focus Books, 1991, p. 21. The book was commissioned for Australia’s bicentennial year (1988) 
by the Australian Stock Exchanges (now the Australian Stock Exchange Ltd).

69 Hartwell and Lane, p. 137. 

70 Hartwell and Lane wrote of the period 1890-1940 that ‘the shape of Australian retailing even today 
is intimately associated with a handful of names’ (p. 192) and they list David Jones, Joseph and Albert 
Grace, Sidney Myer and George James Coles. ‘Boans’ is mentioned in the period 1940-1970 as one of 
the many retailing operations that had started between 1890 and 1930 (p. 275). By 1970-1990 none of 
the ‘new entrepreneurial retail endeavours’ matched the ‘size and success of the great retail enterprises 
of the early 1900s.’ The top ten retail outlets in the country, we are told,  are owned ‘by three or four 
companies.’ (p. 390)
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12.0 Michael E. Porter:

Harvard-based Michael Porter has been one of the most prolific and influential scholars 
in the field of management practice. His research on strategy and competition and on 
creating and sustaining business performance has had wide acceptance in commerce, 
industry and academia. While he has looked at large and small organisations in a variety 
of industries across diverse cultural and economic settings, very few of his examples or 
his models have been either drawn from or applied to retailing. His work is valuable, 
nevertheless, to the business historian.

The core of his work is an activity-based theory of the firm in which strategy is an 
‘internally consistent configuration of [these] activities that distinguish a firm from its 
rivals.’ 71 It is these activities, he says, that make strategy operational. By performing 
these ‘strategically important’ activities more cheaply than its competitors a firm gains 
a comparative advantage.72 Porter identified an industry’s five competitive forces, and I 
will apply these to the retailing industry in which Boans was engaged.73 Useful too is his 
concept of a firm’s value system and the value chain in which it is embedded. Value for 
Porter is ‘what buyers are willing to pay for a product or service’ compared with the cost of 
performing the activity involved in creating it. The difference between buying value and 
performance cost determines a company’s profit.74

In summary then, Knight distinguished between risk and uncertainty, Schumpeter 
identified leadership and creative destruction as aspects of entrepreneurial success, Kirzner 
saw opportunity in exploiting market gaps through arbitrage, Leibenstein’s concern was 
with the efficient allocation of resources while Casson underlined the role of information 
in judgemental decision-making. Porter concentrated on the configuration of a firm’s 
activities as an index of its strategy and competitive effectiveness within its industry.

13.0 Entrepreneurial Biography:

Entrepreneurial biography is usually about figurehead personalities, or ‘prime movers’. 
In her History of the Standard Oil Company (1904), investigative journalist Ida M. Tarbell 
used as an epigraph a quotation from Ralph W. Emerson: ‘An institution is the lengthened 
shadow of the man.’ 75 For the Earl of Warwick in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part II, 

71 M.E. Porter, Competitive Advantage: creating and sustaining superior performance, NY: Free Press, 
1985/2004, Introduction, pp. xv and xvi. “Activities make strategy operational” is found on p. xviii. 

72 Porter, Competitive Advantage, p. 33.

73 M.E. Porter, ‘How competitive forces shape strategy’, in C.E. Montgomery and M.E. Porter, Strategy: 
seeking and securing competitive advantage, Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business Review Books, 1991, pp. 
11-25. Porter’s competitive forces are: (1) threat of new entrants, (2) bargaining power of customers, (3) 
threat of substitute products or services, (4) bargaining power of suppliers, (5) jockeying for position 
among current competitors, i.e. industry rivalry.

74 The value chain and competitive advantage, supported by schematic illustrations, are discussed in Ch. 2 
of Competitive Advantage.

75 I.M. Tarbell, History of the Standard Oil Company, NY: McClure & Phillips, 1904. Carlyle said in his 
first lecture ‘On Heroes, Hero-worship, and the Heroic in History’ (1840) that ‘The History of the 
World … was the Biography of Great Men’, a notion still held in some quarters. He did not, however, 
define ‘Great Men’ either in the singular or the collective. See: E.R. Bentley, A Century of Hero-Worship, 
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   There is a history in all men’s lives,    l. 80
   Figuring the nature of the times deceased, 
   The which observed, a man may prophesy, 
   With a near aim, of the main chance of things l. 83
   As yet not come to life, who in their seeds
   And weak beginning lie untreasurèd.76  l. 85

Several biographies have influenced my approach in this thesis. Margaret Stevens’ study 
of Robert Campbell in Merchant Campbell 1769-1846: a study in colonial trade has some 
interesting parallels with the story of Harry Boan.77 Her study ‘could not be conceived as a 
biography,’ she said, but ‘obviously any narrative which chooses a human career as a theme 
must necessarily be concerned with biographical material.’ In this thesis, biographical 
material provides insights into the motivation and performance of key people. These 
behavioural insights are drawn upon where they have consequences for the business. 
Recent Australian biographical writing has recorded the lives of singers, sportsmen (more 
than women), architects, politicians (almost a heavy industry when memoirs are included) 
but rarely a businessman.78 Sue Ebury’s weighty biography of businessman Kenneth 
Baillieu Myer is a recent exception.79

In the last decade the focus has been on the rise and fall of companies and on individuals 
that illustrated failure or misdemeanour rather than success or corporate contribution to 
society.80 Business journalists have been the usual authors of these highly readable books. 
Paul Barry, for example, concentrated his quiver of arrows on Alan Bond and Kerry Packer, 
and more recently, Kerry’s son James.81 Trevor Sykes wrote of the great Australian mining 
boom in The Money Miners, first published in 1978 in the heady days of the nickel boom 

Philadelphia, Penn.: J.B. Lippincott, 1944, Ch. Two, ‘The Historian of Heroism’.

76 W. Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II, sc. 1, lines 80-85, ‘Figuring’ in line 81 has the modern meaning of 
‘symbolising’.

77 M. Stevens, Merchant Campbell 1769-1846: a study in colonial trade, Melbourne, Vic.: OUP, 1965; see 
also the same author’s ‘Campbell, Robert (1769-1846)’, ADB, vol. 1, pp. 202-206. The next quotation is 
from Stevens, Merchant Campbell, p. ix.

78 Some examples, in order of publication date: P. Drew, The Masterpiece: Jørn Utzon a secret life, South 
Yarra, Vic.: Hardie Grant Books, 1999; D. Watson, Recollections of a Bleeding Heart: a portrait of Paul 
Keating PM, Milsons Point, NSW: Random House, 2002; S. Fagan and D. Messenger, The Master: the 
life and times of Dally Messenger Australia’s first sporting superstar, Sydney, NSW: Hachette Australia, 
2007; A. Blainey, I am Melba: a biography, Melbourne, Vic.: Black Inc., 2008.

79 S. Ebury, The Many Lives of Kenneth Myer, Carlton, Vic.: Megunyah Press, 2008. Commissioned by the 
late Kenneth Myer’s children.

80 D.T. Merrett wrote in ‘Business institutions and behaviour in Australia: a new perspective’, that ‘the 
domain of business history was surrendered to financial journalists.’ Business History, vol. 42, no. 3, 2000, 
p. 4. 

81 P. Barry, The Rise and Fall of Alan Bond, Sydney, NSW: Bantam Books, 1990, complemented by Going for 
Broke, Milsons Point, NSW: Bantam, 2001; The Rise and Rise of Kerry Packer, Sydney, NSW: Bantam/
ABC Books, 1994, revisited in The Rise and Rise of Kerry Packer Uncut, Sydney, NSW: Bantam Books, 
2008, after Packer’s death when the Damoclean sword of defamation was sheathed with him. G. Haigh 
has written an excellent exposure of James Hardie Industries in his Asbestos House: the secret history of 
James Hardie Industries, Melbourne, Vic.: Scribe, 2006. M. Fraser and M. Simons, Malcolm Fraser: the 
political memoirs, Carlton, Vic.: The Miegunyah Press, 2010.
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and reissued in 1995 when the statute of limitations had expired and so allowed some of 
the players in the Poseidon story to be a little more forthcoming.82 Peter Thompson and 
Robert Macklin have chronicled the story of the Broken Hill Proprietary Company Ltd 
(BHP), from its humblest beginnings to becoming the biggest mining company in the 
world, in partnership with Billiton. Their raw material is derived mostly from interviews 
with the major players.83 Geoffrey Blainey had already written the biography of one of the 
men who made BHP—Essington Lewis.84

Myer is a household name in Australian department store retailing and there are three 
Myer histories. They have focussed on the life and times of the founder, Sidney Baevski 
Myer who arrived penniless in Australia in 1899 and died wealthy but suddenly in 1934. 
Ambrose Pratt, a significant journalist, completed a biography of his recently deceased 
friend in the mid-1930s. Robert G. Menzies, then a politician not yet the Prime Minister, 
wrote a Foreword in 1936 but the ‘immediate family did not feel that sufficient time had 
elapsed for it to be seen in perspective, and publication was indefinitely postponed.’85 It 
was not published until 1978. Before then, Australian writer Alan Marshall’s colourful 
and generously illustrated account of the emporium had appeared, in 1961.86 Stella 
Barber, formerly the company archivist for Coles Myer Ltd and now a freelance historian, 
contributed a detailed biography ‘about the man behind this retail empire’.87

McCraw’s biography of Schumpeter and T.J. Stiles’ epic life of Cornelius Vanderbilt, the 
first a Pulitzer Prize winner, the second a winner of the American National Book Award, 
have not been matched in Australian business history.88 Henrietta Larson (1948) defined 
a good business biography as a ‘rounded and balanced treatment of the subject’s business 
career and his qualities which have a bearing on his work.’89 I have attempted to keep this 
in mind in writing about the personalities that were a part of the fabric of Boans Ltd.

82 T. Sykes, The Money Miners: the Great Australian mining boom, St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 
1978/1995. The significance of the statute of limitations is mentioned in the Preface to the 1995 edition.

83 One of the ‘best sellers’ in 2009, according to the sales manager at Boffins Bookshop, Perth’s leading 
technical and specialist bookstore, was P. Thompson and R. Macklin’s The Big Fella: the rise and rise 
of BHP Billiton, Melbourne, Vic.: Random House, 2009, especially in Western Australia where BHP 
Billiton has a major presence. Part of the book’s attraction was the ‘blood on the floor’ exposure of what 
went on during the mega-merger negotiations between BHP and Billiton.

84 G. Blainey, The Steel Master: a life of Essington Lewis, South Melbourne, Vic.: Macmillan of Australia, 
1971. See also: G. Blainey and A.G. Smith, ‘Lewis, Essington (1881-1961)’, ADB, OE.

85 A. Pratt, Sidney Myer: a biography, Melbourne: Quartet Books, 1978, p. x. Robert G. Menzies was then 
a Federal politician but did not become Prime Minister of Australia until 1939.

86 A. Marshall, The Gay Provider: the Myer story, Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1961. Marshall is best known 
for I Can Jump Puddles (1952), the first volume of his three-volume autobiography.

87 S. Barber, Sidney Myer: a life, a legacy, Melbourne: Hardie Grant Books, 2006. The Myer family has 
kept very close control of the family archives and the image of the founder and the emporium that is 
his legacy. According to Barber there has never been ‘an accurate manuscript on Myer based on archival 
documentary sources.’ (p. 89). 

88 T. J. Stiles, The First Tycoon: the epic life of Cornelius Vanderbilt, NY: Vintage Books/Random House, 
2009.

89 H. Larson, Guide to Business History, Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1948, pp. 91-92.
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14.0 Gender Issues:

Catherine Moreland is the heroine of Jane Austen’s first novel, Northanger Abbey (1818). 
There is an interesting discussion about the reading and writing of history, and the absence 
of women from it. At one point Miss Moreland observed that history,

...tells me nothing that does not either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes 
and kings, with wars or pestilences, in every page; the men all so good for 
nothing, and hardly any women at all—it is very tiresome: and yet I often 
think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention.90

A. Kessler-Harris, a women’s labour historian, in a 14th anniversary symposium to celebrate 
E.H. Carr’s What is History?, said that:

We can no longer pretend to understand any historical moment (industriali-
sation, urbanisation, a strike won or lost, a sexual revolution) without includ-
ing gender in the calculus of causes and explanations. 91

Attention to gender, she continued, ‘fosters a new approach to the meaning of power, 
rooting it not in a hierarchy that extends from top to bottom but rather in many different 
places.’ 92

Nowhere is this perhaps more significant than in the field of retailing and yet such 
recognition has come slowly. For most of the 20th century, the majority of shoppers were 
women. And the majority of staff in retailing outlets—department stores, supermarkets 
and discount stores—were and still are women. Since the emergence of the department 
store after 1850, in Europe, North America, Australia, and in many post-colonial Asian 
countries, it was women who purchased the family’s clothing, food and groceries, household 
goods and home furnishings. Coincident with the attention to gender-oriented history, 
the department store has become a subject of interest for some important feminist studies. 
The marketing of merchandise to women, the temptation through seductive displays 
that too often resulted in shoplifting, and the patriarchal attitudes of a male-dominated 
management with respect to the employment of large numbers of female staff — each has 
received particular attention.

15.0 Susan Benson:

Labour historian Benson’s Counter Cultures appeared in 1986.93 In 1840, there were 
no department stores in the United States. By 1890, urban development and rapid 
industrialisation were changing the patterns of consumption and producing new forms of 

90 J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, London: Folio Society, [1818] 1975, Ch. 14. Although this was Austen’s 
first novel, it was not published until a year after her untimely death.

91 A. Kessler-Harris, ‘What is gender history now?’, in D. Cannadine (Ed.) What is History Now?, 
Basinstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002, p. 99.

92 Kessler-Harris, ‘What is gender history now?’, p. 99.

93 S.P. Benson, Counter Cultures: saleswomen, managers and customers in American department stores, 1890-
1940, Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1986. 
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retailing. The department store was the most conspicuous form, in both size and variety, 
and ideally suited to the evolving social and commercial roles women played. Benson took 
advantage of Chandler’s The Visible Hand and showed how department stores and their 
managers were eager to ‘make consumption pleasing and interesting’.94 

Benson shows that as department stores expanded, so did the advertising function for 
both the merchandise and the institution itself. This institutional advertising, promotion 
and publicity aimed at women. There was an emphasis on beauty and comfort (through 
window and in-store displays) and aesthetic appeal and convenience (through architectural 
design and store layout). This convenience was aided and abetted by technical innovation 
through the introduction of lifts (or elevators), air ventilation that evolved into air 
conditioning, and electrical illumination. According to Benson, 

Department stores embodied all that was up to date and in urban bourgeois 
good taste … they were exemplars of rising urban standards of beauty and 
convenience. The public’s fascination with their efforts testifies to their 
success. 95

Benson’s department stores provided additional services that encouraged longer stays 
for shopping: toilets, lounges, restaurants ‘designed to suit a lady’s taste’, lost and found 
departments, delivery services and the unconditional exchange of merchandise. Seasonal 
clearance sales and promotion-linked and stage-managed events were built around 
Mothers’ Day, Valentine’s Day and the Christmas season. 

For Benson, the targets for this merchandising activity were women with money to spend, 
not the working-class woman with little discretionary income. The Boans market in Perth 
was comparatively smaller and more broadly based since Perth did not have the large 
mass markets characteristic of so many American cities. Many of the trends that Benson 
noted, however, happened in microcosm in Perth. The rising standard of living in Perth 
was measurable, for example, by the growing number of amenities enjoyed in the home 
that were purchased from department stores. Department stores, universally, provided an 
education in colour, form and harmony that led Benson to conclude that,

Department stores were … both seductive and didactic, both followers and 
shapers of taste, dynamic museums of a constantly changing way of life 
attuned to style and prosperity. 96

The female customer with money to spend was one aspect of the department store 
enterprise; the employment of female sales staff was another. Benson gives a contrasting 
picture of pre-1940 shop assistants on both sides of the Atlantic. Why women? Young 
women — and most of them were young and unmarried — were more demure in 
standards of conduct and a cheap form of labour for whom the alternative was ‘diligence 
or discharge’. The English ‘shop girl’, so the stereotype went, came from an inferior class, 

94 Benson, Counter Cultures, p. 17.

95 Benson, Counter Cultures, p. 19.

96 Benson, Counter Cultures, p. 22.
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revealed poor taste in both dress and speech and behaviour that was morally questionable. 
American ‘sales ladies’, on the other hand, were considered more assertive (in sales), more 
ambitious and a better class of person than their English counterparts.97

For Western Australian women with little education, in the first half of the 20th century, the 
role of shop assistant was an alternative to domestic service, clerical employment or factory 
work. Nursing and teaching were open to those with secondary education; air hosting was 
a later attraction for those who conformed to an airline-determined stereotype of beauty 
thought to appeal to the flying businessman. Retirement on marriage was mandatory in 
almost every field of female employment. Boans was by far the largest private employer in 
Western Australia and single women the largest component of its work force.

16.0 Elaine Abelson:

Women’s historian Abelson’s When Ladies Go A-Thieving appeared in 1989.98 Its main 
concern was the middle-class shoplifter in the Victorian (time period, not the Australian 
state) department store. ‘The central focus of the department store was the creation 
of desire. How well the stores succeeded was amply demonstrated by the increasing 
incidence of shop-lifting,’ she wrote.99 Rachel Shteir has written a more comprehensive 
cultural history of shoplifting in the United States in The Steal (2011). ‘What’s new about 
shoplifting today,’ she writes, ‘is that it has become a cultural phenomenon — a silent 
epidemic, driven by pretty much everything, in our era.’ In 1965 shoplifting in America 
was the nation’s fastest growing form of larceny, according to the FBI. ‘The line between 
crime, disease and shoplifting as protest has blurred,’ she said.100 

Like Benson, Abelson depicted the department store as being ‘for and about women but 
primarily about women of the middle-class.’101 These women — middle-class shop-lifters 
— are depicted as victims of stress and ‘unmet or unresolved emotional needs’, suffering a 
complaint designated kleptomania even as late as 1986.102 ‘Lack of sexual fulfilment, anger, 
or depression,’ said Abelson, ‘are the meanings assigned to shop-lifting and the common 
denominators used to describe these women.’ 103

Shop-lifting, what retailers euphemistically call ‘leakage’, is a major problem in retailing. 
The dilemma for management is that, through display and promotion, customers are 

97 Benson, Counter Cultures, Ch. 1.

98 E.S. Abelson, When Ladies Go A-Thieving: middle-class shoplifters in the Victorian department store, NY: 
OUP, 1989. 

99 Abelson, When Ladies Go A-Thieving, p. 6.

100 Rachel Shteir, The Steal, NY: The Penguin Group, 2011. ‘What’s new...’, p. 7; ‘the nation’s fastest 
growing form of larceny...’, p. 46; ‘The line between crime...’, p. 5.

101 Abelson, When Ladies Go A-Thieving, p. 31.

102 New York Times, ‘It’s shop-lifting season again’, 15 December 1986, D, 1:4, quoted by Abelson, p. 205.

103 Abelson, When Ladies Go A-Thieving, p. 205. Black Chiffon is a two-act play by Leslie Storm that 
premiered at the Westminster Theatre in London’s West End in 1949. Alicia Christie, the respected 
wife of a wealthy businessman, steals a black chiffon nightdress from a prominent department store on 
the eve of her son’s society wedding. I once played the role of the psychiatrist retained to defend her. The 
play is a case study of the issues raised in Abelson’s book.
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tempted to take what they have not paid for, but management does not want the attendant 
publicity associated with a court case if a shop-lifter is caught; nor does it want to so 
obviously secure the merchandise that it conveys a ‘We don’t trust you’ image to the 
customers. Hence the refuge in medical jargon—kleptomania. This was a problem for 
Boans management, as it was for every other retailing business, in a city not large enough 
to cloak the middle-class shoplifter in anonymity. 

17.0 Gail Reekie:

The major Australian study is social historian Reekie’s Temptation: sex, selling and the 
department store (1993).104 Reekie took Sydney as being representative of retailing 
development in Australia and so she focussed on drapery businesses that grew in similar 
fashion into department stores: David Jones (established in 1838), Farmers (1840), Hordern 
Brothers (1879), Marcus Clarke (1883) and Mark Foy’s (1885). In her Introduction, she 
wrote:

The portrayal of retailing as a harmonious, even romantic, activity has obscured 
the sexual politics of selling, the femininity of shoppers and the masculinity 
of retail owners, managers and publicists. The simple fact that it was women 
who shopped appears to have escaped the notice of economists, historians and 
other analysts of the retail industry. 105

According to Reekie, 

The department store, then, is most usefully analysed as a site of sexual 
culture in which men and women shaped and contested historically-specific 
formulation of masculinity and femininity and relations between the sexes. 106

She argued that modern sexualised consumerism had its beginnings in department 
store culture and the entrepreneurial activities of retailers and their marketing assistants, 
particularly in the period between ‘the turn of the century’ and the 1920s. She declared 
that,

By providing popular and accessible models of sexual identities and conduct, 
the department store reformulated and gave specifically modern meanings to 
male and female bodies, to definitions of manhood and womanhood, and to 
models of heterosocial and heterosexual interaction. 107

This thesis will address some of these issues but not necessarily from a feminist perspective, 
although I am alert to these feminist insights. The thesis sets out to explain why Boans was 

104 G. Reekie, Temptation: sex, selling and the department store, St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 
1993. Reekie examined wage discrimination during wartime, particularly in WA, in ‘Industrial action 
by women workers in Western Australia during World War II’, Labour History, no. 49, Nov. 1985. 
She preceded Temptation with ‘“Humanising industry”: paternalism, welfarism and labour control in 
Sydney’s big stores, 1890-1930’, Labour History, no. 53, Nov. 1987.

105  Reekie, Temptation, p. xii.

106  Reekie, Temptation, p. xiii.

107  Reekie, Temptation, pp. xix, xxi.
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the success that it was. I am mindful of Kessler-Harris’ observation that ‘we can no longer 
pretend to understand any historical moment ... without including gender in the calculus 
of causes and explanations.’ 108 As Lancaster has remarked in connection with women’s 
employment, ‘Paternalism is often regarded by labour historians as a nineteenth-century 
system of industrial relations, but its most successful application was the twentieth-
century department store.’ 109 Boans Ltd was one of its exemplars.

18.0 Corporate Citizenship:

Lord Bowen, Lord Justice of Appeal in the United Kingdom judiciary, in Hutton v. West 
Cork Railway [1883], pronounced in his judgement that ‘Charity has no business to sit 
at boards of directors qua [in the capacity of ] charity.’ 110 In 1931-32, in the pages of the 
Harvard Law Review, there was a seminal dialogue between A.A. Berle and B. Merrick 
Dodd, on the concept of the corporation, and whether or not it had a responsibility to 
shareholders only or to the wider community as well.111 

It was Berle’s thesis (in 1931) that ‘all powers granted to a corporation or to the management 
of a corporation … are necessarily and at all times exercisable only for the ratable benefit 
of all the shareholders as their interest appears.’ 112 He reflected a traditional view held 
by Lord Bowen and others, that ‘a corporation is an association of stockholders formed 
for their private gain and to be managed by its board of directors solely with that end in 
view.’ Berle concluded that whatever limitations on the pursuit of shareholder profit —
statutory limitations, pre-emptive rights, worker protection, for example — that these ‘in 
no way alter the theory that the sole function of directors and other corporate managers 
is to seek to obtain the maximum amount of profits for the stockholders as owners of the 
enterprise.’ 113

Dodd acknowledged this position (1932), but challenged it in the court of public opinion:

Public opinion, which ultimately makes law, has made and is today making 
substantial strides in the direction of the view of the business corporation as 
an economic institution which has a social service as well as a profit-making 
function, that this view has already had some effect upon legal theory, and 
that it is likely to have a greatly increased effect upon the latter in the near 
future. 114

108  Kessler-Harris, ‘What is gender history now?’, p. 99.

109  Lancaster, The Department Store, p. 122.

110  Hutton v. West Cork Railway, (1883) 23 Ch. D. 654. In the same judgement (at p. 673) he said ‘The law 
does not say that there are to be no cakes and ale, but there are to be no cakes and ale except such as are 
required for the benefit of the company.’ 

111  A.A. Berle, ‘Corporate powers as powers in trust’, Harvard Law Review, vol. 44, no. 7, May 1931, pp. 
1049-1074, and E.M. Dodd, ‘For whom are corporate managers trustees?’, Harvard Law Review, vol. 
45, no. 7, May 1932, pp. 1145-1163.

112  Berle, ‘Corporate powers as powers in trust’, p. 1149.

113  Dodd, ‘For whom are corporate managers trustees?’, pp. 1146-1147, 1152.

114  Dodd, ‘For whom are corporate managers trustees?’, p. 1148.
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Recent economic events (i.e. the Depression) had led him to the view that:

If … as much recent writing suggests, we are undergoing a substantial 
change in our public opinion with regard to the obligations of business to the 
community, it is natural to expect that this change of opinion will have some 
effect upon the attitude of those who manage business. 115

He believed that an assumption of social responsibility had already shown itself in the 
form of charitable contributions.116

Balancing profit maximisation with social responsibility is a divisive issue. Nobel Prize 
laureate, economist Milton Friedman, famously said (in 1962) that ‘few trends could 
so thoroughly undermine the very foundations of our free society as the acceptance by 
corporate officials of a social responsibility other than to make as much money for their 
stockholders as possible.’ Economist Paul Samuelson, another Nobel laureate, had a 
different point of view (in 1971) when he argued that ‘a large corporation these days not 
only may engage in social responsibility, it had damn well better try to do so.’ 117 It would 
appear that in 1971, even after thirty or forty years, the Berle-Dodd debate was still very 
much alive.

Since the mid-1950s, however, scholars have given increased attention to corporate 
citizenship, now called Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), and A.B. Carroll traced 
its evolution in his essay, ‘A history of corporate social responsibility.’ 118 Professor B. 
Horrigan of the Faculty of Law at Monash University, says that ‘Corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) is one of the most important issues and developments of the 21st 
century.’ 119 In his Foreword to Horrigan’s book, The Right Honourable Lord Butler of 
Brockwell observed (at p. vi): 

If a businessperson had been asked only 20 years ago what was his or her 
concept of corporate social responsibility, the answer would probably have 
been no more than the obligation to act ethically, to obey the law and to 
devote some of the company’s surplus wealth to charitable causes. Now these 
obligations and much more have come together in the concept of corporate 
social responsibility.

In a special report on CSR in 2008 The Economist noted: 

One way of looking at CSR [is that] it is part of what businesses need to do 

115  Dodd, ‘For whom are corporate managers trustees?’, p. 1153.

116  Dodd, ‘For whom are corporate managers trustees?’, pp. 1158-1159.

117  M. Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1962, p. 133. P. 
Samuelson, ‘Love that corporation’, Mountain Bell Magazine, Spring 1971.

118  A.B. Carroll, ‘A history of corporate social responsibility’, in A. Crane, A. McWilliams, D. Matten, J. 
Moon and D.S. Siegel (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility, Oxford, UK: OUP, 
2008 — OE 2011. 

119  B. Horrigan, Corporate Social Responsibility in the 21st Century: debates, models and practices across 
government, law and business, Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2010, p. 3 and Ch. 1.
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to keep up with (or, if possible, stay slightly ahead of ) society’s fast-changing 
expectations. It is an aspect of taking care of a company’s reputation, managing 
its risks and gaining a competitive edge [by] being “embedded” in the business, 
influencing decisions on everything from sourcing to strategy … In time it 
will simply be the way business is done in the 21st century. 120

Corporate citizenship has both an ethical or moral component as well as a business 
component. In each case, and there are competing interests, it must add value to corporate 
success: what today is called the triple bottom line.121 It is society that increasingly judges 
corporate success, not just business executives themselves.

Harry Boan and his son Frank were both Jews. Important to understanding their company’s 
approach to CSR is the understanding of the concept of tzedakah. It is not ‘charity’. For 
Rabbi Wayne Dosick, in his best-selling Living Judaism: 

Charity is something you give when you feel like it, when you are emotionally 
moved to do so, when you have some extra money, when your profit and loss 
statement looks good, or when your accountant tells you that you need a tax 
deduction because, as a philanthropist, you feel and express a certain love for 
your fellow human beings. 122

Tzedakah is a Hebrew word that has the meanings of ‘justice’ and ‘righteousness’.123  It is 
an obligation. It is not dependent, said Dosick, on feelings, emotions of the moment or 
one’s financial position. Tzedakah is given because you have the responsibility to take care 
of your fellow human beings who are in need. It is not an option, it is an obligation. It is 
not a matter of choice, it is a requirement, a command. It is the right, the just, thing to 
do.124 

120  Quoted in Horrigan, Corporate Social Responsibility in the 21st Century, p. 6. Former BHP Billiton 
CEO, Chip Goodyear, wrote in the Melbourne Age in 2006, ‘Simply, corporate social responsibility is in 
the best interests of our shareholders and is fundamental to profit creation and sustainability.’ See: Chip 
Goodyear, ‘Social Responsibility has a Dollar Value’, the Age, 27th July 2006.

121  The ‘triple bottom line’ is a business (or development) philosophy that incorporates equity, environment 
and economics (or people, planet and profit) in measuring organisational success.

122 W. Dosick, Living Judaism: the complete guide to Jewish belief, tradition, and practice, NY: Harper, 
SanFrancisco, 1995, pp. 249-250. The concept is discussed at pp. 249-252. See also ‘Tzedakah – Charity 
in the Jewish Tradition’ at Academy BJE, NSW Board of Jewish Education at http://www.bje.or.au/
learning/judaism/ethics/social/tzedakah.html and ‘Tzedakah: Charity’ at Judaism 101 at http://www.
jewfaq.org/tzedakah.htm. The concept was codified by Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) in The laws 
of the Hebrews relating to the poor and the stranger. It was written in Hebrew in the 12th Century, and 
published in London in 1838. The source citation is The Making of the Modern World, Gale 2011. Gale, 
Cengage Learning. UWA Library. Visited, 8 Feb. 2011.  

123  Moses Maimonides was the most influential Jewish thinker of the Middle Ages, according to Time 
magazine, 23 Dec. 1985. He was the first person to write a systematic code of all Jewish laws as set down 
in the Mishneh Torah. His Eight Levels of Charity are reproduced in Appendix 1.4. See ‘Maimonides/
Rambam (1135-1204)’ at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Maimonides.html .

124  Dosick, Living Judaism, p. 250. Jack Bendat, of Polish Jewish descent, emigrated to Perth from Los 
Angeles in 1966, almost penniless and with a small family. He established himself as a successful 
businessman, shopping centre developer, owner of the Perth Wildcats basketball team, and philanthropist. 
His wealth is valued in excess of $550 million. He told ABC 720 Morning Program host, Geoff 
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While tzedakah is a religious obligation, it is recognised that many entrepreneurs supported 
charitable causes for humanitarian as well as pragmatic reasons. Sidney Myer, for example, 
rejected his Jewish birth-right and became a practising member of the Church of England 
but continued to be noted for his community citizenship. Today, the Melbourne-based 
Myer family continue his philanthropy through the Myer Foundation & Sidney Myer 
Fund [www.myerfoundation.org.au]. Sir Claude Hotchin, a Methodist stalwart, was 
a prominent businessman who believed that “good pictures are things of beauty and 
character” that “have an influence for good when youth is surrounded by them.” Public 
galleries, hospitals and shire councils throughout Western Australia benefited from the 
estimated 2,000 original paintings he gave away.125

My argument is that tzedakah was particularly significant in the case of Harry and Frank 
Boan despite their somewhat extravagant interest in race-horses and motor launches.

CSR has a more inclusive denotation that does my use of the phrase Corporate Citizenship 
(CC). Many of the entrepreneurial founders of businesses post-1850 were individually 
philanthropic and since they were the owners of these enterprises, practised business 
philanthropy as well. These practices applied initially to staff but were gradually extended 
to customers and the community. They have been labelled ‘paternalism’.126 More often 
than not these behaviours were voluntary, not the result of coercion. Few business or 
economic histories address corporate citizenship and yet, as I will show, it is a source 
of competitive strength. Fleming and others in TBEoT, for example, do not recognise 
corporate citizenship as a ‘source of competitive advantage’. And the final chapter in 
Chandler’s Scale and Scope, ‘The Dynamics of Industrial Capitalism’, is silent on corporate 
citizenship as a factor offering a competitive advantage to big business.127 

Hutchinson (19 Jan. 2012), ‘If you make it, you’ve got to put it back ... If you have enough you should 
share.’ Bendat told me at Sunday lunch (7 Aug. 2011) he believed he had an obligation to give back to 
the community that made him rich. Like Harry Boan, ‘homeless children’ has been one of his major 
concerns. Simon Mordant, now co-chief executive of advisory group Greenhill Caliburn, emigrated 
from the United Kingdom to Australia in the early 1980s. He believes those who succeed have a duty to 
give back. He said, ‘I am a new Australian and I’ve been very fortunate to have done well in Australia. I 
feel very strongly that people who do well should pay back.’ Nabila Ahmed and Lucille Keen, ‘Love of 
arts began at 15’, Australian Financial Review, 27 Jan. 2012, p. 7. He told me it is a personally derived 
philosophy, not the consequence of either heritage or family example (Personal communication, 31 Jan., 
1 Feb., 2012).

125  Details of Sidney Myer’s charitable contributions are documented in Stella Barber’s Sidney Myer: a life, 
a legacy, particularly Chp. 8, ‘Sidney Myer – Entrepreneur, Visionary and Philanthropist: 1930-34’. Sir 
Claude Hotchin’s philanthropy is sketched in Janda Gooding’s entry on him in the ADB OE, and more 
fully documented in her M.Phil. thesis, ‘One man’s vision: a study of Western Australia Art Collector, 
Claude Hotchin, 1898-1977’ (UWA, 1988). A more recent example of pragmatic philanthropy is 
illustrated in Stephen Jones’ history of Ross and Glendining, once the largest manufacturer in New 
Zealand—Doing Well and Doing Good: Ross and Glendining – Scottish Enterprise in New Zealand, 
Dunedin, NZ: Otago University Press, 2010.

126  Boyce and Ville address ‘Labour paternalism’ in The Development of Modern Business, pp. 121-126 and 
134-144. 

127 TBEoT, pp. 207-212. Chandler, Scale and Scope, ‘Conclusion: the dynamics of industrial capitalism’, 
pp. 593-628.
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In this chapter I have surveyed the writing of business historians Chandler and Blainey, 
Fleming, Ville and Merrett; entrepreneurial scholars Knight, Schumpeter, Keizner, 
Leibenstein, Casson and Porter; feminist authors Benson, Abelson and Reekie, and briefly 
discussed the topics business history, paternalism and corporate citizenship. The purpose 
has been to identify some of the literature to which I will refer in the course of this thesis. 
The framework of the TBEoT while not a template will be a guide as I show that the 
history of Boans department store deserves a place at the big end of town.

In subsequent chapters, I will explore corporate citizenship as practised by Boans Ltd. They 
were leaders in the field, and the concept of tzedakah was an integral part of Boans For 
Service until the last two decades of its existence. I will set out my argument in eight 
chapters, in chronological order. Each chapter has its unique character within a cultural 
and economic setting. In each I have addressed the four issues of corporate leadership, 
strategic growth, innovation and corporate citizenship.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE UNIVERSITY OF LIFE 

(1860-1895)

1.0 Setting:

Dunolly, the southern point of Victoria’s Golden Triangle, is located some two hours by 
road north-west of Melbourne. More gold nuggets were found in this triangle than in any 
other part of Australia. At the height of the Victorian gold rush Dunolly was the region’s 
commercial centre. Its main street — the Broadway — was a five-kilometre stretch of 
shops that served a population of 35,000 people. Fewer than a thousand people live there 
today and the once bustling main street is quiet, but still attractively lined with kurrajong 
trees and gold rush architecture.1

Eight kilometres north-east of Dunolly there are what little remains of the village of Jones 
Creek—a cricket field and picnic ground overtaken by bush and an historic pioneers’ 
cemetery. In 1854 Jones Creek was almost deserted but when gold was discovered there in 
1856 it was rejuvenated and given the name Waanyarra when Phillip Chauncy surveyed 
the township in 1861.2 By then Waanyarra had produced a large number of alluvial 
nuggets and some of the purest gold ever found—99.9 per cent pure.3

Harry Boan was born of a Jewish mother (Rachel Isaacs) and a non-Jewish but converted 
father (Thomas Boan). See Appendix 2.1 for the case substantiating the claim that 
Thomas Boan converted to Judaism. He was the third-born of seven children. His Jewish 
parents raised him and his siblings in humble but secure circumstances in the small gold 
mining village in rural Victoria. 

The Boans appear to have been a close family and each child survived into adult life, 
a rare achievement in an environment of high infant mortality. The specific purpose 
of this chapter, then, is to identify the factors and influences that shaped Harry’s early 
development, among them his father’s example of community involvement, his Jewish 

1 At the 2006 census, the population was given as 969 people—Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
(25 Oct. 2007), Dunolly (State Suburb). Of these, 495 were male, 474 female. The total included seven 
Indigenous persons. The median age was 51 years of age and in the 15-24 age bracket there were only 82 
people. An ageing population with not many young people is a different profile, perhaps, to the days of 
prospecting and mining. Some historical buildings along the Broadway include the Post Office (1890), 
the Royal Hotel (1856, rebuilt 1894); The London Chartered Bank (1857), where the 69 kg ‘Welcome 
Stranger’ nugget was weighed and sold in 1869, is now a private residence.

2  There is a Waanyarra website from which some of these details are taken  http://www.waanyarra.com/
waanyarra/index.html (visited 23 Oct. 2010). Originally Jones’ Creek was spelt inconsistently with and 
without a possessive apostrophe. Contemporary practice does not require one so I have adopted the 
form ‘Jones Creek’.

3  L. Douthat (Ed.), The Footsteps Echo: impressions from Waanyarra, Montmorency, Vic.: L. Douthat, 1989, 
pp. 2, 8. 
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Map 2.1

Parish of Waanyarra, Victoria.

Source: L. Douthat, The Footsteps Echo: impressions from Waanyarra, Montmorency, Vic.: L. Douthat, 1989, p. vi.

Note: 
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upbringing and the development of the obligation of tzedakah. The chapter covers the 
formative years in his birthplace, his teenage employment, first in Ballarat (a gold-rush 
city that made a profound impression on him), and then his retail experience in Sydney 
and Queensland. A turning point in his life was the opportunity to establish a drapery 
business in Broken Hill in 1888. The chapter concludes with an account of those Broken 
Hill years that preceded his travelling to Western Australia.

Much of the biographical information for this chapter is based on two long reminiscences 
Harry wrote for the Perth Daily News in May 1928, when he was nearly 68 years old.4 
Like all such reminiscences it presents the historian with several problems. First, it is 
constructed from memory and memory is, of course, fallible. Second, it bears the hallmarks 
of a story of a self-made man, or a poor man who makes good; it’s a story of fortitude and 
endurance against the odds. Third, it is written for an afternoon paper, and so for narrative 
effect doubtlessly elides certain things, over-emphasises or down-plays other things and, 
in the interests of the paper’s readers, constructs a lively, believable, chronological tale. 
How much reliance should an historian place on such a story? It must be treated with 
healthy scepticism, as all such stories should be. But it does ring true. Some of Harry’s 
account is amplified by other sources, and much of it seems to fit with what we know 
of Harry’s character and personality. Importantly, it is all that we have to go on. In the 
absence of a diary, private letters (and some have survived), police reports — the usual way 
in which anonymous individuals accidentally leave behind records of their lives — it is a 
most valuable source and they are entertaining reading.  

2.0 Family and Community Life:

Thomas Boan was born in Southampton, England in 1830; Rachel Isaacs in London 
in 1834. According to Toby Manford, the author of the ADB entry on Harry Boan, his 
parents had spent some time together in California before coming to Australia. They were 
married in the central Victorian village of Taradale on 31 March 1856.5 They then settled 
in Jones Creek. Thomas made a precarious living as a road contractor and supposedly ran 
a sly grog shop near the Murderers Hill miners’ camp. Eventually he saved up enough 
money to build the White Swan Hotel and was granted a Refreshment Licence in January 
1860 and a Publican’s Licence in June 1864. Although the only sign of the hotel today is 
a beautifully constructed dome-covered well [Photo 2.1] the White Swan is significant 
because it was the last hotel in the area to survive into the 20th century.6 According to 

4  H. Boan, ‘Romance of a business life: career of Mr Harry Boan’, Daily News, 2 and 5 May 1928.

5  In her ADB entry for Henry (Harry) Boan, T. Manford says that the couple settled in Victoria in 
the 1850s ‘after some time in California, United States of America.’ This is plausible but based on 
family legend. I have seen no evidence to substantiate the claim. See T. Manford, ‘Boan, Henry (1860-
1941)’, ADB OE. The date of marriage for Thomas and Rachel Boan appears on their first child’s 
birth certificate as ‘April 1856’ and on their second child’s birth certificate as ‘31st March 1856’. I have 
accepted the more precise date. (Mary Emma was born on 26 Feb. 1857; Benjamin on 8 Aug. 1858.) 
A photographic copy of each birth certificate was issued by the Office of the Government Statistician, 
Melbourne, Victoria, on 6 Feb. 1976 (No. 76/5816), copies of which are in my possession.

6  The well is located just inside the paddock near the Waanyarra township sign. The ‘Refreshment Licence 
granted to Thomas Boan, Tarnagulla Rd’ is recorded in the Dunolly, Tarnagulla & St Arnaud Express, 
8 Aug. 1863; the sale of the town lot is recorded in the Dunolly & Bet-Bet Shire Express, 9 June 1864. I 



51

Jewish historian Hilary Rubenstein, who used old rural commercial directories as her 
source, Jewish storekeepers and hotelkeepers were found in many small outback towns 
and villages, not only in Victoria and New South Wales but in other colonies as well.7

The cemetery in Waanyarra records on a large commemorative plaque the names and 
religious affiliation of those nominated as the cemetery’s original trustees. The list of names 
also includes ‘Hebrews, Mr Thomas Boan, Jones Creek’.8 Such recognition would suggest 
that Thomas was a significant citizen by 1871 when the trustees were elected, that he was 
perceived to be a Jew and that the Jewish community was substantial enough to warrant a 
representative.9 According to Rubenstein, some 600 Jewish males and 250 Jewish females 
lived on the Victorian goldfields during the 1850s although the majority did not actually 
dig for gold. She also says that Jews in 19th century Australia succeeded remarkably well 
in achieving equality and social recognition.10 The population and distribution of Jews in 
Victoria is shown in Appendix 2.2. 

Harry Boan was raised in Jones Creek. It was here that he gained a rudimentary 
education.11 It was in the context of community life that he saw the leadership role that 
his father played, an influence important in Harry’s development. It was also here that he 
first encountered the difficulties and privations stoically endured by women and children 
that he observed more consciously in Broken Hill. Moreover, it was from here that he set 
out to discover a wider world on which he would leave his mark. 

He was born on 4 November 1860, the third child, and second son, of seven children 
born to Thomas and Rachel Boan between 1857 and 1872. In July 1873, there were forty-
three families in the Parish of Waanyarra and they had 103 children between them, aged 

am grateful to local historian John Tully for this information in Personal communication, 14 and 15 July 
2006. L. Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, summarises the history of hotels in the area at pp. 29-33 with the 
longest entry given to Thomas Boan’s White Swan, noting that, ‘This is perhaps the most remembered 
hotel in the Waanyarra area, mainly because it was the last hotel in Waanyarra to survive into the 20th 
Century as a going concern.’ Douthat also records some famous events that occurred at the White Swan 
that would have impacted on members of the Boan family—an inquest into the death of a miner who 
died of burns received when he fell into a fire (24 July 1868), a concert of instrumentalists and vocalists 
(19 Jan. 1867), for example.

7  H. Rubenstein, The Jews in Australia: a thematic history 1788-1945, Port Melbourne, Vic., William 
Heinemann Australia, 1991, p. 95.

8  Those nominated to the Board of Land & Works were: Church of England, Mr Thomas Leech, 
Grassy Flat; Roman Catholic, Mr Michael Morton, Jones Creek; Wesleyans, Mr W. Holt, Jones Creek; 
Presbyterians, Mr Jas. Gourley, Jones Creek; Hebrews, Mr Thomas Boan, Jones Creek. These details are 
taken from the large sign that stands in the grounds of this historic cemetery. The names and religious 
affiliations were recorded in the Dunolly & Bet-Bet Shire Express, 28 April 1871, and reproduced in 
Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, p. 24. 

9  Details and information about the Waanyarra Cemetery can be found at http://www.waanyarra.com/
waanyarra/infosign.html. Neither Thomas nor Rachel Boan is buried here. Thomas died in Melbourne. 
An advertisement in the Broken Hill Barrier Miner, 13 June 1908, p. 2, announced: ‘Boan Bros. Closed 
Today on account of Death of Mr Boan, Senior, of Melbourne.’ I have been unable to find any records 
relating to Rachel Boan.

10   Rubenstein, The Jews in Australia, p. 19 and p. 105.

11   Manford, ‘Boan, Henry (1860-1941)’, ADB, OE.
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between six and 15 years of age. It does not appear to be a large population of children.12 
Nevertheless, four families had at least five children in this age range—the Boans, the 
neighbours Gourley and Leech, and the Mortons. All the Boan children survived into 
adulthood.13 Other families were not so fortunate.

The Morton family’s four-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, for example, burned to death 
in November 1863.14 She had been singeing ants with cut up bits of candle when her 
nightdress caught fire. Whilst Harry was an infant at the time, his eldest sister was six 
and an older brother was five years old. This tragic experience must have had a significant 
impact on every family with young children, and Thomas and Rachel had five by then.

Rubenstein suggests that ‘unlike most of his contemporaries in the same situation [Harry 
Boan] was brought up in his mother’s religion.’ 15 What does this mean? Rabbi F.L. Cohen, 
writing in the Australian Jewish Herald in 1925, said that Jewish life revolved around three 
things—charity (i.e. tzedakah), education and religion.16 Judaism is a religion of action, 
of mitzvot (commandments), more than a religion dependent on the profession of belief, 
according to Rabbi Wayne Dosick in Living Judaism.17 Doing a mitzvah (singular) is not 
left to whim or chance, he says. It is a sacred responsibility of every Jew. Importantly, for 
a Jew who has been immersed in Jewish life since infancy, as were the Boan children, 
following the law, observing the mitzvot ‘is as normal as breathing.’ He also said that 
giving tzedakah is one of the greatest of all commandments ‘for it is truly joining with 
God in working toward the sustenance and preservation of our world, and the dignity of 
each human being.’ 

12  M. Davies notes that the declining birth rates in most Western countries after the late 1870s is ‘generally 
accepted’, in ‘Corsets and conception: fashion and demographic trends in the nineteenth century’, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 24, no. 4, Oct. 1982, p. 611. T.H.C. Stevenson used the 
Census of 1911 to examine ‘The fertility of various social classes in England and Wales from the middle 
of the nineteenth century to 1911’ in Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, vol. 83, May 1920. He noted 
that differences in married fertility between the classes, according to Davies at Footnote 7, were very 
much less for marriages dating from 1851-1861 than for those of 1891-1896.

13  The sequence and dates of birth are: Mary Emma, 26 Feb. 1857; Benjamin, 8 Aug. 1858, Henry (Harry), 
4 Nov. 1860, Jones Creek; Alice Rebecca, 1863, Dunolly; Ernest, 1865, Newbridge; Harriet Caroline, 
1868, Newbridge; Elizabeth Hannah, 1872, Bet Bet. For the last four children it is probable that the 
towns were the places where the births were registered rather than the place where they were born. The 
Dunolly Hospital did not function as such until 1869 although the foundation stone had been laid a 
decade earlier.

14  Elizabeth Morton is buried in the Pioneer Cemetery, as are her parents Michael (d. 1905) and Elizabeth 
(d. 1909). The plaque records, ‘Also Their Daughter Elizabeth/Died In Infancy/And Their Grandson/
Edward John Leal/Died 15th April, 1892/Aged 3 Years, 11 months.’ Douthat records at p. 126 in The 
Footsteps Echo that ‘At the age of 5, Elizabeth was burned to death when her nightdress caught fire.’ 
Details of the tombstone are recorded at p. 27.

15  Rubenstein, The Jews in Australia, p. 372.

16  Australian Jewish Herald, 12 Feb. 1925, quoted in Rubenstein, p. 235. Note that religion is placed third 
after charity and education.

17  W. Dosick, Living Judaism: the complete guide to Jewish belief, tradition and practice, NY: Harper, San 
Franciso, 1998, p. 35. The Torah contains 613 mitzvot, or commandments (p. 31). A mitzvah (singular) 
is a requirement, an obligation, a commandment, a law. The next quotations in this paragraph are found 
in p. 34 and p. 252.
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3.0 Education and Community Service:

State School No. 339, as shown on Map 2.1, had opened at Jones Creek in 1864 under the 
headmastership of Mr Samuel Heming, and with an enrolment of thirty-eight children. 
It was located about a kilometre from the Boan family home and the home of their near 
neighbours, the Raven family. The structure of School No. 339 — all schools had number 
plates — was like many other school buildings on the Victorian goldfields:

The roof was made of shingles and the internal walls were lined with boards 
up to a height of about four feet. The remainder of the walls was constructed 
of lathe and plaster, with a ceiling lined with calico. The outside walls were 
made of slabs.18

It was here that the Boan children were educated. Victoria was the first colony to introduce 
— with the Education Act of 1872 — free, compulsory, secular education.19 Harry recalled 
in the Daily News articles (in May 1928) that he had ‘four or five half-days [a week] 

18   Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, p. 34.

19   According to Blainey, A History of Victoria, pp. 56-57, as from 1 Jan. 1873 all children over the age of six 
had to attend school unless they lived more than three kilometres away. The Boan children lived about 
a kilometre from the school. Schooling was compulsory until the age of twelve or thirteen. The free and 
compulsory education quickly added 40 per cent to the school rolls and ‘the reform was far from free for 
the taxpayers.’ (p. 56)

Photo 2.1

Thomas Boan’s great-great-grand-son John Morrison looks down the 3m-deep dome-covered 
well at the former site of the White Swan Hotel. Author’s photograph.
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at school’ — this is what Manford described as his ‘sketchy education’.20 Although his 
primary education preceded the Act, education was important to the Boan family since 
all the children attended school. ‘I learned quickly and was regarded as a smart lad,’ Harry 
said. His younger sister, Alice, must have been quite smart as well as in 1878 she was a 
pupil teacher at the Waanyarra State School No. 1879 (and shown on Map 2.1) the school 
that replaced the Jones Creek school. Alice would have then been 15 years of age.21

Picnics were an exciting part of school life in that small, closely-knit, rural community. 
One was held in December 1867 to celebrate the visit of HRH The Duke of Edinburgh. 
According to a contemporary account, the picnic was organised at the Jones Creek cricket 
ground and ‘the children were regaled with buns, tea and cake. Sports consisted of running, 
jumping, hurdle races and football.’22 Like any seven-year-old, Harry was probably more 
interested in the buns than the athletic events.

The new teacher, Mr Mudge, and his ‘work mistress’ wife, Mrs Mudge, arranged another 
picnic at the Recreation Reserve in April 1870. Another contemporary account reads:

Mr Boan of the ‘White Swan Hotel’ and Mrs Burns, the Jones’ Creek Post 
Master, collected for the picnic. The picnic ... was attended by 50 people. 
Buns, apples, grapes, lollies, plum cake and tea were given out. Visitors 
enjoyed sandwiches of beef tongue and fowl. There were swings, and cricket 
was played. Prizes for the boys’ flat and hurdle race were ‘money and two pretty 
pocket inkstands’, which were presented by Mr Boan. ‘Money and two pretty 
brooches’ were the prizes for the girls’ races. The day ended with dancing on 
the green to violin music provided by Mr Green. 23

So Mr Boan was not only a fund raiser but a prize presenter as well. However trivial 
this may seem, it would have been a source of pride to his children as would be the 
media record of the event. It was also a measure of his standing in the community, as a 
publican and as a citizen. There appears to have been no inhibiting influence here of the 
Temperance Movement on his activities.24

Families like the Boans, the Mortons and the Ravens were poor and, with large families 
to support, it was a stretch to make ends meet. This left some indelible impressions, 
especially on the lower order children like Jane Raven. 

20   Manford, ‘Boan, Henry (1860-1941)’, ADB OE. Manford said that he was educated at Dunolly; he 
was educated at Jones Creek. What today we would regard as a sketchy education may not have been in 
the context of the time. Given the Jewish value placed on education, the Boan children’s learning would 
have been reinforced at home.

21   In July 1873, the following Boan children were registered in the Parish of Waanyarra: Benjamin Boan, 
14 years 10 months; Henry Boan, 12y 7m; Alice Boan, 10y 6m; Ernest Boan, 8y 6m; Harriet Boan, 
5y 8m. Mary Emma was by then about 16 years of age and no longer at school; Elizabeth Hannah less 
than a year old. Alice was the first of five pupil teachers at the Jones Creek-Waanyarra school between 
1857 and the school’s closure in Feb. 1942.

22   Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, p. 35.

23   This bucolic account is found in Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, p. 36.

24   See Blainey, A History of Victoria, pp. 122-123 and 124-125.
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Her daughter, Nell Callister, recalled:

Being the youngest, my mother wore all the hand-me-down shoes and never 
had a new pair all her childhood. One time she had no shoes as there were 
none ready to be handed down so she could not attend a picnic. I remember 
my mother being very conscious of the upkeep of her shoes, and would have 
them repaired immediately they became slightly worn; probably the memories 
of being shoeless remained with her all her life. 25

From an early age Harry learned the meaning of hard work. When his father was away 
road making it fell to him to milk the cows, cut the firewood and pull water at the well. 
As a teenager he was big and strong and helped his father on the roads. As a successful 
businessman Harry returned to Waanyarra in 1927 and found sections of roads he had 
helped to construct. ‘I’m proud of the fact that we were good road-makers,’ he recalled.26

The foundation stone for the Dunolly District Hospital was laid in 1859 and the first wing 
was opened a decade later. A Dunolly Hospital subscribers list for 1866 records Thomas 
Boan and ‘one guinea’ beside his name. A new hospital stands on the site today and only an 
archway at the main entrance suggests a connection with the past. It was during his 1927 
visit that Harry visited the hospital and donated £50 for the purchase and installation of a 
wireless-set for the benefit of patients and staff. In recognition of this substantial gift, and it 
was substantial, Harry was appointed a Life Governor of the institution. 27 He never forgot 
his early days or the difficulties he and his family lived through. He was always generous to 
people in need — tzedakah is an obligatory part of the Jewish way of life — and hospitals 
in city and country areas of Western Australia became major recipients of his generosity, 
as did educational institutions and institutions for those with disability, as we shall see. 

4.0 A Life-changing Experience:

In 1878 Ballarat staged the first Australian Juvenile Industrial Exhibition, an event that 

25   Douthat, The Footsteps Echo, p. 156.

26   In the Dunolly & Bet-Bet Shire Express Index 1862-1869, there are a number of references to Thomas 
Boan tenders for road-building. One of the earliest is for 27 April 1865; one of the last is for 25 June 
1869. On 30 April 1869 he wrote to the Bet Bet Shire Council saying that he had greatly miscalculated 
the value of grubbing and clearing in Swan Hill Road on account of a protracted drought, and asked for 
some consideration. It was moved at the meeting that he be paid another six pounds but this motion 
failed for want of a seconder. On 2 June 1868 he wrote to the Tarnagulla Borough Council asking for 
time to complete a contract in Commercial Road. He was given two days extension. There are in my 
possession copies of four letters written by Thomas Boan in November-December 1875 to the Borough 
of Dunolly with respect to ‘metalling the road’ at Cross Hill, Old Dunolly. This is the Bealiba turnoff 
on the Dunolly-Moliagul Road, at what is now called Goldsborough. The letters are written in a florid 
hand but the message is short and to the point. Copies of the letters were given to me by local historian, 
John Tully.

27   Details of Harry’s donation and his appointment as Life Governor are recorded in the Dunolly Hospital 
Minute Book 1919-1937, pp. 280, 283, 287, 292-293, 376. Although Harry had given fifty pounds, the 
set had to be assembled and installed with its own stand-alone power system, for an extra thirty pounds, 
as there was no electricity in Dunolly at that time. The Dunolly Hospital records are kept on site, 
preserved in beautiful condition.
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proved to be one of the most important milestones in 17 year old Harry’s life.28 We do not 
know how old Harry was when he left school — according to the Act he could leave at 
twelve or thirteen — or how continuous was his education. He was included, nevertheless, 
in a party from Waanyarra School which made the trip since young people under the age 
of twenty-one, of both sexes, were invited to participate. Parents, employers and teachers 
encouraged participation. The Exhibition aimed to encourage young people to compete 
‘in works of industry and usefulness’; to impress the dignity and honour of labour; to 
nurture those in the trades; to show handiwork, to share ideas, to develop the idea of 
‘useful employment’ in leisure hours and to create a ‘taste for the fine arts and ornamental 
works, so as to make the home attractive’. More than five thousand exhibits in such 
categories as furniture, boots and shoes, brassware and tinware, agricultural implements, 
processed foods, handicrafts and art, shorthand and writing, photography and jewellery, 
attracted nearly 160,000 visitors. 29

Harry was of an age and experienced enough to appreciate the art and artisanship of much 
of what he saw and to recognise the products of ‘useful employment’. We do not know 
how long he actually spent in Ballarat — the Exhibition ran for 16 weeks, from February 
to July 1878 — nor do we know how much he saw of the goldrush city — that was to 
come later — but he must have seen enough to recall the experience when he was nearly 
70 years of age.

I saw a big town for the first time in my life and was immediately fascinated 
and finally intoxicated with the grandeur of it all. In my simplicity, I thought 
Ballarat was the most marvellous place in the world, and can quite understand 
the hunger that gnaws at the very soul of country boys and girls today when 
they return to country loneliness after visiting big cities. I never wonder why 
they flock to the cities. After seeing Ballarat, I was prepared to run away from 
home and leave mother, father, sisters and brothers in order to get to the city.30

A Mr Wolf Flegeltaub showed the school party over his warehouse in Main Street, East 
Ballarat.31 He supplied goods to travelling hawkers as well as to stores in the area. Harry 

28   The Exhibition was opened on 15 Feb. 1878 by His Excellency Sir George Bowen, Governor of 
Victoria, and closed on 1 June. Total takings amounted to £4,466.

29   This material and quotations were gathered from the Australia Juvenile Industrial Exhibition website at 
http://bih.ballarat.edu.au/index.php/Australia_Juvenile_Industrial_Exhibition. Visited 5 March 2011.

30   Daily News, 2 May 1928 is the source for both this and the next quotation. Early in 1913, in another 
place at another time, according to J. Shub, Samuel Finkelstein’s father and his Uncle Bill ‘went to Perth 
and gazed in wonderment to see Boans lit up at night. To the boys who had grown up in Mulline but 
were to live in Perth for their schooling, it really was a different world.’( J. Shub, ‘Pioneer Jewish doctors 
in the outback’, Australian Jewish Historical Society Journal, vol. xii, p. 762). Mulline is an abandoned 
gold-mining town in the Eastern Goldfields, located between Kalgoorlie and Leonora; it was gazetted 
in 1897. 

31   Wolf Flegeltaub is listed in the 1875 Ballarat Directory as ‘pawn broker’, located at Main Street, East 
Ballarat. It is not until the 1880s that he is listed as a merchant and importer; the address becomes ‘36 
Main Street’. Main Street is called Main Road today. Flegeltaub’s business address was less than half 
a kilometre from the Synagogue in East Ballarat. When the Synagogue was renovated and enlarged in 
1881—so that there was plenty of room for all the ladies in the gallery—a new set of office-bearers was 
appointed at the time of the reconsecrating ceremony, 18 Sept. 1881. Mr Wolf Flegeltaub was allotted 
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was so impressed by what he saw in the warehouse that ‘in my ecstasy I cried out, “This is 
the most wonderful shop in the world”’. It drew a response from Flegeltaub: ‘Perhaps you 
would like to work here.’ He then asked the teenager — before offering him a job — if 
he could drive a horse and cart since the job involved driving the accountant around town 
for ten shillings a week and tucker. His parents agreed to his employment and his father 
bought him his first decent outfit, a suit of ‘long-uns’. 

What was it about Ballarat that so impressed Harry? The English novelist Anthony 
Trollope visited Ballarat just after Christmas 1871. He devoted a whole chapter to the 
‘metropolis of the Australian gold-fields’ in his travel account, Australia and New Zealand, 
first published in 1873, just twenty-two years after gold was first discovered in the region.32 
Trollope wrote that, ‘it would be difficult to find a more quiet town than Ballarat’. It 
would also be difficult ‘to find one of the same age better built and more lavishly provided 
with all those appurtenances which municipalities require.’ 33 He concluded that,

Ballarat is certainly a most remarkable town. It struck me with more surprise 
than any other city in Australia. It is not only its youth, … nor is it the 
population … which amazes …; but that a town so well built, so well ordered, 
endowed with present advantages so great in the way of schools, hospitals, 
libraries, hotels, public gardens … should have sprung up so quickly with no 
internal advantages of its own other than that of gold. 34

 the role of Treasurer (N. Spielvogel, ‘The Ballarat Hebrew congregation’, Australian Jewish Historical 
Society Journal, vol. 1, pt 4, 1940, p. 355).

 In 1896, Flegeltaub is listed as owning a residential property at 120 Mair Street but according to Veronica 
Moriarty, Australiana Research Room, Ballarat Library, who now lives in a house opposite this address 
(built in 1882), she is ‘confident’ that this could have been Flegeltaub’s address from the early 1880s. ‘It 
is possible,’ she said, ‘that the Mair Street address may have been a former and less prestigious home 
and retained after the family left.’ In 1896, he is also listed as owning property recorded as ‘Ellerslie’ 
in Sturt Street, the top address in West Ballarat at the time. It was later numbered 1423. It was here 
that Flegeltaub had his main warehouse and lived with his wife Phoebe and the remainder of his 10 
children who had survived infancy. (Veronica Moriarty, Email communication, 11 and 15 March 2011, 
and Barber, Sidney Myer: a life, a legacy, pp. 52-53.) The Melbourne retailer Sidney Myer married by 
arrangement Flegeltaub’s eldest daughter, Nance, in March 1905. It was not a happy marriage and they 
were formally divorced in December 1919. See: Barber, pp. 79-81.

32   The edition I have used is P.D. Edwards and R.B. Joyce (Eds), Anthony Trollope: Australia, St Lucia, 
Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1967. Chapter 26 is devoted to Ballarat. Of the 52 chapters in 
this edition, only Sydney (Ch. 13) and Melbourne (Ch. 25) get individual chapters, as does ‘Bendigo 
or Sandhurst’ (Ch. 27). (‘Sandhurst’ became the official name on 23 April 1855 but at a plebiscite held 
on 28 April 1891, a majority of 1,248 favoured a reversion to the original name, ‘Bendigo’, p. 402, n. 
2.) Trollope visited Ballarat from 27 Dec. 1871-3 Jan. 1872 (p. 751). The ‘metropolis of the Australian 
gold-fields’ is on p. 402.

33   Edwards and Joyce, Anthony Trollope: Australia, p. 391.

34   Edwards and Joyce, Anthony Trollope: Australia, p. 392. Trollope was struck with other surprises. He 
observes (at p. 261) that the ‘country towns of Australia, generally, are not attractive, and it is hardly to be 
[expected] that they as yet should be so. There are, of course, exceptional instances – Ballarat, Geelong 
and Beechworth in Victoria are exceptions, as are also Launceston in Tasmania, and Strathalbyn and 
Mount Gambier in South Australia, which, from peculiarity of situation, or the energy of individuals, 
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By 1871 Ballarat was a city — two cities really — not just a goldfield. It had a population 
of around 47,000 people.35 There was the larger Ballarat West, proclaimed a municipality 
in December 1853, and Ballarat East, proclaimed in May 1857. By 1877, there were 
nearly 100 miles of streets in Ballarat, with some 70 miles kerbed and channelled; 140 
miles of footpaths had also been constructed with 22 miles asphalted. These road works 
would have impressed Harry who had his father’s guiding experience to inform his 
assessment. There were nearly 10,000 dwellings, 41 churches—many of them made from 
brick and stone. There was also a Synagogue, in East Ballarat, the foundation stone of 
which was laid in 1861.  According to the journalist-historian William Withers, steam 
flourmills, iron foundries, agricultural implement factories, woollen factories, factories for 
the manufacture of aerated water and cordial, furniture, candles and soap suggest a city 
in transition from a primary gold-field to a broad, industry-based economy.36 In addition 
to the fourteen State schools and many private schools, there were civic amenities such 
as botanical gardens (1858), a mechanics’ institute (1860), a free library (1862), Her 
Majesty’s Theatre (1875), a free art gallery and a free museum.37

Historian Weston Bate found a large concentration of Jews in Ballarat ‘unusual’. They 
became, he said, ‘a permanent element in the community, supporting a vigorous synagogue 
and strongly influencing business life.’ 38 Tombstones in the Old Cemetery indicate that 
many Jews had come to Ballarat from Europe, especially from Poland. The Synagogue 
was established in East Ballarat where the Jews were concentrated. In 1871, Jews formed 
0.29 per cent of West Ballarat, the main city centre, but 1.85 per cent of the East Ballarat 

have become either well-built cities or pleasant little towns.’

35   W. Bate, Lucky City: the first generation at Ballarat 1851-1891, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1978, p. 114.

36   W.B. Withers, The History of Ballarat from the First Pastoral Settlement to the Present Time, Ballarat, 
Vic.: F.W. Niven & Co., 2nd Edn, 1887, p. 246. There were three cordial factories in Ballarat but the 
E. Rowlands’ factory was the first and the most famous throughout the colonies of Victoria and New 
South Wales. Its life cycle accords with that described in Chandler’s work, and TBEoT. Its product 
development resonates with Schumpeter’s work on innovation. Withers described the growth in his 
The History of Ballarat. ‘In 1854 the original firm started making lemonade, soda water, and ginger 
beer on the shores of what is now Lake Wendouree, when eight hands were employed. Today the firm 
has five depots — Ballarat, Melbourne, Sydney, Creswick, and Smythesdale — the first three being 
manufacturing places ... Meanwhile the simple triad of beverages which sufficed for the diggers of 1854 
has been followed by waters and cordials galore. The factories of the firm now produced [30 different 
beverages, listed on p. 296]. This list symbolises the development of the firm’s trade, which has spread 
all over the colonies’ [p. 296]. One witness said that ‘When you get beyond the reach of Rowlands’ soda 
water, you are beyond the pale of civilised society.’ (Quoted on p. 296.) The Boan family and the other 
families of Jones Creek would have been familiar with the Rowlands’ products and the distinctive bottle 
and logo in which they came.

37   These facilities and amenities are given in Withers, The History of Ballarat, on pp. 248-249. Ballarat 
was the first provincial city in Australia to possess an art gallery open free to the public. Her Majesty’s 
Theatre is the oldest, still operating lyric theatre in Australia. The Botanical Gardens are one of 
the finest examples of regional botanical gardens in the nation. In 2003, Ballarat was the first of 
two Australian cities to be registered as a member of the International League of Historical Cities 
(http://www.city.kyoto.jp/somu/kokusai/lhcs/eng/index.htm) 

38   Bate, Lucky City, p. 107. One of the most popular 19th century detective stories was set in Ballarat before 
the heroine moved to Melbourne—Fergus Hume’s Madame Midas, London: Hogarth Press, 1888/1985. 
Hume’s ‘runaway best-seller’, The Mystery of a Hanson Cab, did more than any other book to portray 
Melbourne of the late 1880s, according to Blainey in A History of Victoria, p. 72.
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population. Between 1861 and 1901, Ballarat had the highest percentage of the Victorian 
Jewish population outside of Melbourne, as illustrated in Appendix 2.2.39

As Harry recalled, when he returned to Ballarat to join Wolf Flegeltaub’s Warehouse, the 
accommodation was not quite as attractive as he had perhaps anticipated:

It would not have been so bad if I had not been forced to sleep in a large damp 
cellar. There was a well near it and the water used to seep in, and at night-
time, snails would crawl all over the bed. Afghans and Assyrian hawkers and 
others used the cellar to sleep in as well. I was often tempted to give in and 
return home, but I was determined to learn, and so I stuck to it.40

After a 12-month ‘apprenticeship’, he was appointed town traveller at £2 10s 0d a week, 
a substantial wage according to labour market historian Charles Fahey.41 The first thing 
Harry did was to get decent living quarters. When he was given eight days leave (without 
pay) to return home to see his family, however, he realised ‘the sweetness of real home-life 
after the terrible existence in the cellar.’ His mother persuaded him to return, believing 
as she so often did, that he ‘was on the stepping stone to fortune.’ It was not to be. Some 
friends waylaid him on the return journey and he arrived back at work three days late. An 
argument developed with Flegeltaub and Harry resigned. All he had to his name was a 
reference and the eight pounds he had managed to save, the equivalent of less than three 
weeks’ wages. This is the first example we have of what appears to be an impulsive streak 
in Harry’s dealing with authority.

5.0 Melbourne and Sydney:

Harry’s sister, Mary Emma, was now married and living in Melbourne so he went there 
to live with her. The Victorian economy had enjoyed thirty years of growth and in the 
early 1880s it might be supposed that he could confidently expect to find employment. 
It was an illusion. According to historians Jenny Lee and Charles Fahey, the Victorian 
labour market varied with the seasons — summer peaks and winter troughs — and so was 
dependent on a variable supply of casual, usually unskilled, employees who could easily be 
dispensed with. Retailers, busy from September onwards with new season’s clothing and 
Christmas trading, increasingly relied on women and juveniles. Seasonal employment and 
a preference for female employees would have reduced Harry’s chances of employment if 

39   Bate, Lucky City, p. 149, makes the claim that Jews were relatively more numerous in Ballarat than 
elsewhere in Victoria. This is true but he cites as evidence N. Spielvogel, ‘The Ballarat Hebrew 
Congregation’, Australian Jewish Historical Society Journal, vol. 1, pt 4, 1940, p. 113. I could find nothing 
in Spielvogel’s article to support Bate’s claim.  In 1881 the Jewish population of Ballarat was 355, and 
the sexes were pretty equal—male, 180 and female, 175. Wolf Flegeltaub lived in East Ballarat.

40   Daily News, 2 May 1928.

41   C. Fahey, ‘The aristocracy of labour in Victoria, 1881-1911’, Australian Historical Studies, vol. 26, no. 
102, April 1994, pp. 77-96. At the top of the skills hierarchy were metal tradesmen (blacksmiths, turners, 
boilermakers); at the bottom were workers in food (butchers and bakers) and those processing pastoral 
products (tanners and fellmongers), who were regarded as little better than labourers. Fahey regards fifty 
shillings (i.e. two pounds ten shillings) a week as the divide between artisans and labourers (p. 81). To 
the 20-year-old Harry, this must have been a princely sum.
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Photo 2.2

Sturt Street, Ballarat, 1887. Much of the built environment recorded in this image would have 
been familiar to Harry Boan a decade earlier.

Source: William Withers, The History of Ballarat: from pastoral settlement to the present time, Ballarat, Vic.: F.W. Niven 
& Co., 2nd Edn, 1887, pp 248-249.

Photo 2.3

Wolf Flegeltaub, Warehouseman, Ballarat

Source: Stella Barber, Sidney Myer: a life, a legacy, Prahran, Vic.: Hardie Grant Books, 2006, p. 53.
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he wished to remain in retailing.42

We do not know when Harry arrived in Melbourne or for how long he stayed. All we do 
know is that he could not find employment. So distressed was his sister when he returned 
each night with the same story — no work — and so fearful was she that he ‘would turn 
out a ne’er-do-well’ that, in his shame, he told her a friend from Ballarat had secured him 
a job in Sydney. She wept with joy, according to Harry.

He worked his way to Sydney on a coastal steamer with five pounds in his pocket (so 
perhaps he only stayed in Melbourne for a couple of weeks). He did not want to appear 
a ‘dead-head’, he said, so took a furnished room at a ‘swank’ place at the then ‘fabulous 
price of £1 2s 6d per week’. He searched Sydney for work but could not find any, and his 
savings dribbled away. Then he made an inspired and enterprising decision, he told his 
Daily News readers.

One day he went into the drapery firm of Laycocks and bought a dozen quilts. He had 
some business cards printed that showed him representing a German firm of quilt-makers. 
He walked to North Sydney the first day, he said, and sold so well that in future he took a 
carriage. (This was quite a feat! The Sydney Harbour Bridge was not opened until 1932, 
but Harry may have caught a ferry across the harbour.) He said in his recollections that 
he made good money, moved into a salubrious boarding house, and passed himself off as 
a young man of means. Then he came undone. He lost everything, and £2 15s 0d more, 
in a card game with Abrahams, a wealthy young man from Brisbane.

Next morning, Harry pawned everything he had — watch, chain, ring and clothes —  
discharged his gambling debt, settled with the landlady and intended to leave in style, 
with the one shilling he had left, by taking a hansom cab to the nearest corner. Abrahams 
found Harry’s pawn ticket on the stairs and contributed to his ignominious departure by 
alerting the household to his true position. ‘They looked at me with that superior kind of 
glance which said, “H’m, we always knew you’d come a cropper”.’ Harry may have been 
humiliated but his integrity was intact: he always paid his debts.43

A job at all costs was what the 22-year-old Harry needed. He found one and stuck at it 
‘for exactly one week and six days.’ It involved working with a man named Rapkin:

He supplied dozens of little street Arabs with bootlaces, collar studs, or 

42   These issues are discussed in J. Lee and C. Fahey, ‘A boom for whom? Some developments in the 
Australian labour market, 1879-1891’, Labour History, no. 50, May 1986, pp. 1-27. ‘The rapid growth 
which characterised the Australian economy between 1861 and about 1891 has earned the period the 
title of the first “Long Boom”. The momentum of colonial expansion in Victoria and New South Wales 
was checked only by a few brief recessions, and over the period as a whole, population and production 
increased threefold or more’ (p. 1). Between 1891 and 1901, however, 64,000 people left Victoria and 
55,000 of them came to Western Australia. See: Hough, A Dream of Passion, p. 63.

43   A tip ‘that everyone might not know’, according to Harry Boan in his newspaper article, read: ‘If you 
haven’t got capital to start with, the only way a man can make money is this: You must have friends, 
and you must never break faith with anybody. If the banks and merchants know you are a good, earnest 
striver they will do anything for you. Why, damn it all, do you know Mr King, who used to be the 
manager of the National Bank of Broken Hill, would grant me an £8,000 overdraft for the asking.’ Daily 
News, 5 May 1928.
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matches, which they sold in the streets. Each boy was allowed 1/- worth of 
credit, and my job was to keep an account of every transaction. I also kept 
their addresses, and if one failed to turn up at closing time and hand in his 
shilling, I had to go to his home and get the money. 44

For this, Harry was paid seven shillings and sixpence a week, allowed to have his meals 
at a sixpenny restaurant next door, and permitted to sleep on the shop floor. Things were 
so bad that he pawned his coat and was getting around in shirt, trousers and boots. Then 
he met Bob Holden, another man from Ballarat who had a job at Anthony Horderns 
and agreed to help him, so Harry applied for a position there. Harry was discovering the 
importance of contacts.

6.0 Anthony Hordern:

The Anthony Hordern company (1855) and Sons (1869) dominated the retail trade in 
Sydney and in the colony of New South Wales. In 1878, Anthony Hordern, the eldest 
son of the founder, visited America and London, as Harry was to do twenty-five years 
later. On his return he opened the Palace Warehouse and then the Palace Emporium in 
the Haymarket [Photo 2.4]. It was the largest and most diverse of Sydney’s department 
stores; it sold everything from needles to anchors. It served the people of New South 
Wales through its comprehensive catalogue. For anyone interested in a career in retailing, 
it was a good training ground and it would appear that Harry aspired to such a career.

Sam Hordern, the manager of the Palace Emporium — there were five other competing 
Hordern shops in Sydney — interviewed Harry, who dressed up for the occasion in a 
borrowed top hat and frock coat.

He asked me searching questions, for he was a very sharp man, and I began to 
worry a bit about references. I had only one, which Flegeltaub had given me, 
and was just about to unroll it when Hordern rapped out, ‘What’s that you’ve 
got in your hands?’ ‘A reference, sir,’ I replied. ‘Ugh, we don’t want references 
here,’ he said, ‘If you’re smart enough to rob us, you’re just the man we want.’ 45

Needless to say, Harry did not impress Rapkin, his current employer, when he resigned 
his employment at such short notice but the boy from Jones Creek wanted to start his 
new job next morning in Horderns haberdashery department—at £1 2s 6d a week, with 
a midday meal served on the premises thrown in. He remained at Horderns, he said, for 
fifteen months and was considered ‘a smart young fellow’. Mrs Sam Hordern shopped 
regularly at his counter. That did not stop him from getting the sack, however.

At Christmas 1882 there was a big display of toys in the Palace Emporium and Harry, 
now in charge of that department, was rewarded with a salary of £1 5s 0d a week.46 Sam 

44   Daily News, 5 May 1928.

45   Daily News, 5 May 1928.

46   In 1888, six years later, senior drapery sales women received between nine shillings and £1 10s 0d 
per week; salesmen received between £1.0s.0d and £3.0s.0d per week. See: G. Reekie, ‘Humanising 
industry: paternalism, welfarism and labour control in Sydney’s big stores 1890-1930’, Labour History, 
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Hordern said to him, ‘You’re pretty smart at figures, I believe. I want you to do the checking 
of dockets.’ The ambitious Harry yearned for experience in the bigger departments and 
so asked to be relieved of the clerical work. He was ‘demoted’ back to haberdashery at his 
starting price of £1 2s 6d a week. Harry was now in despair at the perceived injustice of it 
all and at the struggle to make ends meet so he began to look for another job. At that time 
he neither drank nor smoked, and had only five pounds to his name. ‘I used to have a 3d 
roll and a cup of coffee at breakfast. Then came the free midday meal at Horderns, and at 
night I’d have a 6d feed. I did that for 15 months,’ he remembered. 47

7.0 David Jones & Co:

David Jones & Co., established in 1838 on the corner of George Street and Barrack Lane, 
Sydney, in a shop the size of a large dining room, advertised for a ‘smart young man’. Harry 
applied for the job and that night posted a letter to Horderns stating that he was ‘ill and 
would not be in until noon next day’. Early the next morning he was interviewed by a Mr 
Jones, ‘a pious old man’, according to Harry, and told to return at 10 o’clock for an answer.

Out in the brilliant sunshine I began to feel on excellent terms with myself, so 
much so that I decided to have a smoke. Made-up cigarettes were unknown 
then, but as a youth at home father had not objected to me smoking one of 
his Swiss cigars occasionally. So I decided to try a cigar. I went into a shop and 
bought two for threepence, and enjoyed my smoke immensely. 48

He was called into Mr Jones’ office at 10 o’clock and told the job was his, at two pounds 
a week — ‘my heart nearly burst with joy’ — but as he was shown the door Mr Jones 
casually asked, ‘Oh, by the way, Boan, do you smoke?’ He had smelt Harry’s breathe 
in passing. Harry, somewhat ambiguously, said that ‘he did, and he didn’t’. Only that 
morning he had smoked his first cigar in fifteen months. He was told to be seated, and for 
the next half hour endured ‘the lecture of my life. [Mr Jones] drew an awful picture of the 
doom to which I was speeding.’ Mr Jones concluded, ‘Well, Boan, we can’t have a young 
man like you in the place, the job is not yours.’ 49

The blow stunned Harry and he staggered out, his reaction as impulsive as ever: ‘Damn 
it all, I’ll smoke the other one now!’ Moreover, he did, strolling down King Street to kill 
time until he was due back at Horderns. At that precise moment, Sam Hordern drove past 

no. 53, Nov. 1987, pp. 1-19.

47   Daily News, 5 May 1928. The frugality of Harry’s existence gave rise to the sub-heading ‘Lived on 9d a 
Day for 15 Months’ in the newspaper publication of his reminiscences.

48   Daily News, 5 May 1928.

49   Harry Boan’s interviewer appears to have been Edward Lloyd Jones (1844-1894). He was the youngest 
son by a third marriage of the founder, David Jones. The family was noted for its commitment to the 
Congregational Church in Sydney, and the Bible and Religious Tract Societies. To the 22-year-old 
Harry, a man of nearly forty would be regarded as ‘old’. The smoking lecture probably illustrated for 
Harry the older man’s ‘piety’.  See: G.P. Walsh, ‘Jones, David (1793 - 1873)’, ADB, OE. The David Jones 
archivist, Barbara Horton, doubts that it would have been Edward who interviewed Harry. Edward 
had several much older partners and she believes that one of them would have interviewed him. Ms 
Horton also questions the smoking lecture as Edward was himself a smoker. Barbara Horton, Email 
communication, 15 Sept. 2008.
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Photo 2.4

Anthony Hordern & Sons Palace Emporium, Haymarket, Sydney, c.1920s. Harry Boan was 
employed here for 15 months, from about mid-1881. It was here that he would have learned 
some of the basics of retailing and the physical attraction of a large, multi-department store with 
a wide array of merchandise.  

Source: Courtesy State Library of NSW

in his carriage and spotted ‘the smart young fellow’. He learned that Harry was supposed 
to be ill. ‘What rot,’ he said. ‘I just saw him walking down King Street as large as life 
smoking a cigar.’ Harry was sacked on the spot, and it seemed to him that Mr Jones was 
right—those cigars were leading him into trouble.

8.0 Travelling North:

As Harry could find no more work in Sydney he went to Queensland, working his way 
up the coast as a third-class steward on a boat trading between Sydney and Brisbane. For 
the next few years, he recalled, he tried his hand at many things in Brisbane, Charters 
Towers and Toowoomba (where he made a contact of future importance—Augustus 
Sydney Knight, a newspaperman), but could not make good. He returned to Sydney 
but jobs did not last long. He eventually sold sewing machines for seven months for the 
Wertheim Sewing Machine Company in western New South Wales, and then finished 
at Shepparton in Victoria with a firm of drapers, Longstaff and Blakely. ‘The funny part 
about it,’ he later recalled, ‘was that through these reverses I never lost heart, and was full 
of enthusiasm concerning my ability to make good in the long run.’ 50 A strong self-belief 
is a characteristic of many entrepreneurs.

Since leaving home, Harry had crowded a lot of experience into a short period. It was in 

50   Daily News, 5 May 1928.
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the University of Hard Knocks that he demonstrated his independence, preparedness to 
have a go, and his difficulty with authority. He had abilities recognised by others, a flair 
for showmanship and was not frightened to dress up for the occasion. Of course these 
impressions emerge from his recollections many years after the actual events and may 
seem self-serving but they do accord with what we know of Harry Boan later in life.

9.0 Broken Hill:

Early in 1888 — as near as can be guessed — Harry received a letter from his mother 
telling him that his parents had saved £200, and asking if he could do anything with it. 
‘Mother always thought I was a marvel. I wrote back and said, “I’ll make a fortune with it. 
I will go to Broken Hill.”’ Up until that time he’d never had more than a few pounds to his 
name. ‘My people were poor. Goodness knows how they must have scraped and scrimped 
to save it,’ he later acknowledged. 51 

Broken Hill, ‘so rich that it inspired, in all probability, more wishful thinking than any hill 
in Australia’ according to Geoffrey Blainey, had a magnetic attraction for fortune seekers, 
ever since Charles Rasp climbed the slopes of the Barrier Ranges in September 1883 and 
inspected the exposed rocks for silver. He formed a syndicate with six others out of which 
grew Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd (BHP), Australia’s biggest and most successful mining 
international.52 Since then it had never been out of the news for the trajectory of its share 
price or the value of the dividends paid to shareholders.53 Harry Boan was not the only 
28-year-old who believed he could make a fortune in Broken Hill. There was one crucial 
difference: Harry believed he could make a fortune working for himself as a retailer, not 
as a paid employee in the mines or a self-employed prospector.

51   Daily News, 5 May 1928. The following details are also from this source. While this parental assistance 
is not peculiar to Judaism, it is in keeping with the doctrine proposed by medieval philosopher and 
legalist Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) who identified eight ways of giving tzedakah. The highest 
level of merit ‘consisted in yielding support to him who is cast down, either by means of gifts, or by loan, 
or by commerce, or by procuring for him traffic with others,’ ‘The laws of the Hebrews relating to the 
poor and to the stranger.’ This is interpreted today as ‘supporting your children beyond the age when 
you are legally required to, or supporting your parents in old age’, Judaism 101, Tzedakah: charity. See 
also Appendix 1.4, Maimonides, Eight Levels of Charity. Harry Boan was the recipient in this instance 
but, as his Ledger accounts show, he supported his mother when widowed, his married sisters and his 
married daughters. Some of these matters will be taken up in Chapter Three.  

52   The quotation and details are from Blainey, The Rise of Broken Hill, South Melbourne, Vic.: Macmillan of 
Australia, 1968, pp. 11, 17. The original shareholders were: Charles Rasp (boundary rider), George Lind 
(book-keeper and storekeeper), George Urquhart (sheep station overseer), Philip Charley (jackeroo), 
David James and Jim Poole (bullock owners and dam excavators), George McCulloch (sheep station 
manager), detailed on p. 18.

53   According to Blainey, an initial investment of £400 in BHP shares held for just over two years would 
have given a profit of £13,000. In the first six months of 1886, shares rose from £15 to £37. The company 
made a profit for the year ending Nov. 1886 of £100,000 (The Rise of Broken Hill, pp. 24-25). The 
following year (1887) the profit was £200,000. The share price rose above £400. The price of one BHP 
share equalled four years’ wages for the average labourer (p. 29). At Christmas 1887, the market value of 
the mine was £250,000; at Christmas 1888, the value was £6.5 million (The Rise of Broken Hill, pp. 25, 
29). 
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The silver and lead mining boom in Broken Hill was a retail opportunity that proved to 
be the real turning point in Harry’s life, immediately and in the long-term influence it 
had on his business and social philosophy. Since joining Flegeltaub in Ballarat in 1878 
as an 18-year-old, Harry’s employment had to do with retailing, from street selling to 
counter sales and door-to-door selling, from warehouse to department store. There is 
no evidence that he worked for very long at any other endeavour. Ten years of varied but 
hard-earned experience, therefore, prepared him for the merchandising venture he was 
about to undertake. He was now his own man.54

His mother did not like the idea of his going to Broken Hill as ‘people were dying of 
typhoid like flies’, but Harry had led a rough life and was physically strong and resilient. 
He went to Broken Hill and put himself up at the Royal Exchange, the township’s leading 
hotel. Money, he said, was flying about there like dust. Again, he passed himself off as 
a well-to-do young fellow on the lookout for a suitable business investment. Harry was 
joined in Broken Hill by his younger brother Ernest. It was a condition of the family’s 
seed money that the brothers become business partners. Ernest’s arrival, however, was not 
nearly as ostentatious as Harry’s; he slept under a table in the Theatre Royal Hotel when 
he first arrived in Broken Hill, according to an early account.55

54   S. Rutland, in The Jews in Australia, Port Melbourne, Vic.: CUP, 2005, identifies the factors that explain 
Jewish success (at pp. 121-122) — willingness to work hard, imagination (she quotes a Sydney Morning 
Herald article, ‘new products must be conceived, new ways of doing things conjured up, and ways around 
problems found’, 15 Aug. 1986, p. 79.) Because of persecution and discrimination, she says, Jews have 
tended to be innovators. (There is no evidence that Harry Boan was the target of either of these anti-
Semitic behaviours.) Rutland also says that Jews preferred occupations that gave mobility (and a quick 
escape from persecution) such as fashion and textiles. Rubenstein points also to a narrow range of 
19th century Jewish occupations: finance (pawnbroking, moneylending), general dealing, textiles (mainly 
drapery and clothes retailing), and certain trades such as watch-making and cabinet-making (The Jews 
in Australia, p. 108).

55   ‘Broken Hill and District in 1906’, Illustrate, Broken Hill, 1906; possibly the Christmas supplement 
for that year, according to the senior librarian at the Broken Hill Public Library Archives; no more 
specific identification could be found. There is an article on Boan Bros., Drapers, a copy of which is 
in my possession. It reads in part: ‘The first night Ernest Boan slept in Broken Hill he camped under 
a table in the Cummins’ Theatre Royal Hotel, but could only stay there a certain time, as another 
man was waiting to take his turn.’ Ernest was to remain in Broken Hill as the sole proprietor of Boan 
Brothers after Harry left for Western Australia. Two Barrier Miner columns record that he ‘recently 
married in Melbourne’ (12 May 1906), at age forty, and that on 26 April 1908, a son was born, in St 
Kilda, Melbourne, ‘to Mr and Mrs Ernest Boan’ (4 May 1908). The engagement was announced in the 
Melbourne Argus (29 April 1942) of a Dr Alan Boan son of the ‘late Mr E. Boan’. A second son, Stanley, 
became a Major in the British Royal Army Medical Corps and announced his engagement in the Argus 
on 19 Dec. 1940. Ernest was the managerial face of Boan Bros Broken Hill until he retired in 1915, an 
event accompanied by ‘Sensational Sales’ advertised in The Barrier Miner in April 1915. As this thesis is 
concerned with Boans in WA and the achievements of Harry, his son Frank and their staffs, I have not 
pursued any serious investigation of other members of the family. When the death of Mr Thomas Boan 
was announced in the Barrier Miner (15 June 1908), the paper recorded that ‘In addition to two sons, 
the Messrs Boan so well known on the Barrier (i.e. Harry and Ernest), the deceased left four daughters, 
one unmarried and the other three married. The first daughter, Mrs Moss (i.e. Mary Emma), is the wife 
of Mr Jack Moss, of the G.P.O., Melbourne; the second daughter, Mrs Woolf (i.e. Alice Rebecca), also 
of Melbourne, is a widow; while the third (i.e. Harriet Caroline), who married Mr Ryan, barrister, is a 
resident of Hamilton, Victoria.’ It is assumed that the youngest daughter, Elizabeth Hannah, was the 
one unmarried. In addition to Harry and Ernest, there was an older brother Benjamin (not mentioned 
in the article) who became Harry’s business partner in Perth.



67

Broken Hill was founded in 1883 and within five years it was a boom town.56 According 
to local historian R.H.B. Kearns, when Harry and Ernest arrived in 1888, six thousand 
people (only nine hundred of whom were women), lived in about a thousand dwellings—a 
male-female ratio of nearly six men for every woman.57 Table 2.1 shows how mining 
employment as a percentage of the town’s population grew between 1887 and 1901.

There were few stone structures as most buildings were fabricated of weatherboard and 
galvanised iron or were bush huts of canvas and hessian.58 It was no place for women and 
children, said historian Brian Kennedy. According to Lee and Fahey, miners won a hard-
earned equivalent of three pounds for a six-day working week. At that time it was the 
highest rate of pay in Australia for mining work.59 But the mining company, BHP, drove 
a hard bargain: miners, for example, had to pay four shillings from their first pay for the 
use of a shovel.60 And these seemingly high wages were offset by the high cost of living, a 
shortage of basic amenities and particularly a shortage of water—conditions replicated in 
the eastern goldfields of Western Australia only a few years later.

Thompson & Macklin assess the devastating working and living conditions from the 
miners’ point of view:

Working, housing and living conditions were appalling as the population 
soared. The miners and their families were surrounded by lead. It wasn’t only 
in the mine or the tailings but in the air they breathed and in the dust that 
swirled around the streets and invaded their homes. Water was often so scarce 
that miners didn’t waste it on washing themselves or their eating utensils – 
two essentials in the prevention of lead poisoning. Men were found writhing 
on the floor with unbearable stomach pains. Others were struck down with 
loss of appetite, premature ageing and impotence, broken constitutions and 
muscular tremors.61

56   The following details are from R.H.B. Kearns, Broken Hill: 1883-1893 discovery and development, 
Broken Hill, NSW: Broken Hill Historical Society, 3rd Edn, 1987. G. Blainey’s The Rise of Broken Hill is 
still one of the best introductions to the mining city although rather thin on business apart from mining. 
A more detailed overview is B. Kennedy, Silver, Sin, and Sixpenny Ale: a social history of Broken Hill, 1883-
1921, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1978. A company narrative is P. Thompson & R. Macklin, The Big Fella: the 
rise and rise of BHP Billiton, North Sydney, NSW: Random House/William Heinemann, 2009, Chs 2-3. 
‘The Big Fella’ was the staff nickname for the company.

57   Kennedy says that it was no place for women and children (in 1888). In the adult population the 
ratio was 270 males to 100 females, and in the overall population, 204 males to 100 females. This was 
characteristic, he said, of a young mining town. Kennedy, Silver, Sin, and Sixpenny Ale, p. 35.

58   Kennedy observes that few publicans, bank managers or storekeepers (and this included the Boan 
brothers at first) had enough confidence in the future to build in stone, even after gaining title to the 
land, and ‘most buildings remained a serious fire hazard in summer’, Silver, Sin, and Sixpenny Ale, p. 
36. Blainey gives a good account of the ‘Town of the hot tin roofs’ in The Rise of Broken Hill, pp. 104-
111. He describes the construction materials, the social problems associated with day-sleeping and the 
climatic impact in an environment and at a time without air-conditioners and refrigerators.

59   In 1879, gold miners in Bendigo were averaging less than one pound twelve shillings a week, and in 
1881 the Australian Agricultural Company was paying its coal miners an average of one pound fifteen 
shillings a week. See: Lee and Fahey, ‘A boom for whom? Some developments in the Australian labour 
market, 1879-1891’, p. 20.

60   Thompson & Macklin, The Big Fella, p. 37.

61   Thompson & Macklin, The Big Fella, p. 37. Blainey, The Rise of Broken Hill, pp. 86-90, gives the best 
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Table 2.1

Mining Employment in Broken Hill as a Percentage of Population 1887-1901

Year Total Population Mining 
Employees

BHP Employees Mining as % 
of Population

1887         5,000 (est.)   898 17.96

1889 11,288 2,127 18.84

1891 19,789 5,806 29.34

1901 27,500 4,682 17.03

Source: R. J. Solomon, The Richest Lode, p. 136.

The local smelters spread the lead poisoning to the wives and children ‘whose mental 
and physical growth were stunted.’ Dust storms that blanketed the town for days on end 
compounded the miserable living conditions. Dysentery and typhoid spread through the 
city. As Thompson and Macklin conclude, ‘The contrast between the miners’ living and 
working conditions and the sudden, spectacular wealth of the proprietors was not lost on 
them and their families.’ 62

By the end of 1888, when Broken Hill had been proclaimed a municipality, there were 
nine banks, forty-seven hotels, six churches, one Masonic Lodge, three newspapers and 
one primary school, to serve a population that had climbed to more than 11,000 people. 63 

account of the hazards of lead poisoning and sets the facts in the context of the time. ‘As the disease 
was not common in Australia because no large silver-lead mines existed before Broken Hill, elementary 
precautions were not at first taken. Knowledge of how to minimize lead-poisoning, and even how to 
diagnose it, was still imperfect. How many people died from an overdose of the lead is unknown.’ (p. 86)
The scarcity of water affected both household and mining operations. Water would have settled the dust 
(from drilling, blasting and shovelling) as well as that generated by desert winds and dust storms. Water 
would have encouraged washing at meal times (on site) as well as in the home. Infrequent rain washed 
accumulated lead dust and other contaminants from household and public roofs into water storage 
tanks. Private promoters gained a twenty-eight-year charter to supply the town and mines with water. 
The Broken Hill Water Supply Company was floated in Melbourne in 1890. They built a reservoir at 
Stephens Creek, and waited for the rains of 1892. (Broken Hill gets an average of 223 mm a year, or 
about 9 inches.) Water was pumped the 15 kilometres to Broken Hill and piped along the main street. 
(Blainey, The Rise of Broken Hill, p. 29)

62   Both quotations are found in Thompson & Macklin, The Big Fella, p. 39.

63   Kearns, Broken Hill: 1883-1893 discovery and development, p. 123. Broken Hill was declared a municipality 
on 22 Sept. 1888. Kennedy, in Silver, Sin, and Sixpenny Ale, p. 24, says that there were three hotels 
in 1885, eight in 1886, 16 in 1887, and 55 in 1888. G. Serle estimated that in Victoria in 1885 there 
was one public house or beer shop for every 225 people, in The Rush to be Rich: a history of the colony of 
Victoria, 1883-1889, Carlton, Vic.: MUP, 1971, p. 160. A section on Temperance, between pp. 160-166, 
outlines the agitation leading to legislation to reduce the number of hotels in Victoria. In 1888, there 
was one liquor outlet in Broken Hill to 182 people. Broken Hill, Kennedy says, had fewer hotels per 
adult males than Melbourne. He concludes that ‘large numbers of young bachelor miners in need of 
accommodation, together with the drifting nature of the population are obviously two important factors 
behind the rapid proliferation of hotels at Broken Hill during the boom phase.’ It was not only bachelor 
miners who needed accommodation: so, too, did bachelor retailers like Ernest and Harry Boan. Blainey, 
The Rise of Broken Hill, pp. 111-113, discusses wages and their purchasing power and the standard of 
living enjoyed by nomadic single men and ‘a man with six children’, and the difficulty of assessing how 
the floating population affected Broken Hill. He suggests, for example, that the ‘floating men’ were 
less likely to be militant over economic conditions but more likely to be so over working conditions, but 
when ‘industrial trouble was brewing, most nomads were probably keener to buy a railway ticket than 
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By 1891, the population approached 20,000 but the male-female ratio was nearly one-
and-a-half times more men than women.64

According to Kennedy, one of the city’s historians, mortality rates were high, especially 
among young women and children. There were 14 deaths per 1000 people in 1887 and 
39 deaths per 1000 people in 1888. Broken Hill’s mortality figures were almost twice as 
high as were those for both New South Wales and South Australia between 1886-1890.65 
Unsurprisingly, the death rate exceeded the birth rate (which was lower than both the 
State of New South Wales and national averages). The major illnesses in the community 
— typhoid, lead poisoning, diphtheria, pneumonia, dysentery and enteritis — took their 
toll, on women and children especially. Harry saw the misery and desolation at first hand.

Broken Hill has a desert climate, according to the Köppen climate classification scheme, 
but under an Australian meteorological adaptation that recognises the modifying impact of 
the Barrier Ranges, is more appropriately regarded as desert grasslands.66 It is persistently 
hot and dry with daily temperatures in summer regularly exceed 30oC. In winter they 
may fall as low as -6oC. The annual rainfall is about 223 mm with a high degree of 
annual variability and no predicable seasonal pattern; the annual evaporation is greater 
than the rainfall. Prevailing winds, with their attendant dust-storms, are also variable but 
blow mostly from the south and the south-west.67 In the full heat of summer, mothers in 
desperation coped with sickly children. But lacking a diet of fruit and vegetables, and milk 

a union ticket.’ (My italics) Broken Hill’s first public school opened in 1887. By mid-1888 it had an 
average weekly attendance of 108 pupils but less than half of these were formally enrolled. According to 
Kennedy, a ‘woefully small’ proportion of the school population was enrolled. Interestingly, in 1891 over 
three quarters of Broken Hill’s population were literate, a higher percentage than the average for New 
South Wales and South Australia. Kennedy’s explanation is that this is the result of the skewed sex and 
age distribution of the population (Silver, Sin and Sixpenny Ale, pp. 47, 48).

64  According to R.J. Solomon, the 1891 population of 19,789 consisted of 11,835 males and 7,954 females, 
a male-female ratio of 1.49 (The Richest Lode: Broken Hill 1883-1988, Sydney, NSW: Hale & Iremonger, 
c1988, p. 126).

65  The mortality rate for NSW between 1886-1890 was 13.8 per 1000; SA, 12.55 per 1000. Infant 
mortality was excessively high—358 deaths per 1000 births, more than twice the average for Sydney’s 
population. More than a quarter of the deaths were infants under one year of age. Mortality was high 
also for young men and women in their twenties and thirties: just over a quarter (27.13%) of the total 
deaths in 1888 (105/387) were men in the 24-45 age-group. These figures are from Kennedy, Silver, Sin 
and Sixpenny Ale, p. 38.

66  The Köppen scheme is based on the concept that native vegetation is the best expression of climate. 
In Broken Hill’s case, the climate is modified by the presence of the Barrier Ranges and the ephemeral 
drainage systems provided by Stephens Creek (now the Broken Hill Reservoir), Pine Creek and 
Yalcowinna Creek, draining towards the Darling River system at Menindee Lakes. Since the late 1800s, 
the native mulga woodlands have been cleared in the wake of herbivore grazing—sheep and cattle, 
and goats, rabbits and a variety of kangaroos and wallabies. See: Harvey Stern, Graham de Hoedt and 
Jeneanne Ernst, ‘Objective Classification of Australian Climate’ at http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/
environ/other/koppen_explain.shtml. and S.M. Hill, D.S. West, G. Shirtliff, A.B. Senior, B.E.R. 
Maly, G.L. Jones, M. Holzapfel, K.A. Foster, S.C. Debenham, R. Dann, J. Brachmanis, ‘Southern 
Barrier Ranges – Northern Murray Basin, New South Wales’, at http://crcleme.org.au/RegLandEvol/
SthBarrierRanges.PDF . 

67   Appendix 2.3 reproduces selected meteorological data for Broken Hill. Argent Street, the main 
commercial street where Boan Brothers was located, runs on a SW-NE axis. Before the road was sealed, 
prevailing winds would whip up dust storms.
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(and fresh water), as Kennedy points out, there was little they could do.68

These, then, were the environmental, social and industrial conditions Harry and Ernest 
Boan encountered in Broken Hill as they established a retailing business that would 
become a pacesetter for the thirteen other drapery businesses in Argent Street.69 

10.0 Boan Brothers, Broken Hill:

When Harry and Ernest arrived, Argent Street was a broad, dusty street, centimetres 
deep in dust, 1,200 metres in length, parallel to the line of mineral lode and only two 
blocks from it. It was the town’s main commercial strip. The two brothers occupied a 
small tin shanty there, between Sulphide and Bromide Streets, next door to where they 
built an emporium.70 It was a good location, and near the railway station for the easy 
receipt and despatch of merchandise. Few of the miners had transport so they lived close 
to the mines, close to the shops and close to what was to become also the centre of the 
town’s social life. Les Crowe, a former miner, could have been describing Boan Brothers 
when he described Argent-street: ‘The place used to be lit up like a circus. Most shops 
would have lights and they’d have a band playing in front of their shops.’ 71

Not long after his arrival, Harry met again the acquaintance from Toowoomba—Mr 
Augustus Sydney Knight, a journalist who eventually became the proprietor of the Barrier 
Miner. He had a nose for a story and was interested in Harry’s vision.

I then drew a word picture of the business establishment of my dreams. 
Broken Hill would be a wonderful place, and my mission was to create the 
biggest store there. I had bought the land and intended calling for tenders as 
early as possible, and was going to give the people the opportunity of buying 
their goods at Sydney prices. I am going to capture the whole of the trade.72

It was a dream, of course, and one that took no account of the one hundred and thirty 
pounds that Harry now had left in his pocket, or that half of it belonged to his brother 
Ernest, since sibling-sharing was a pre-condition of his parents’ gift. ‘That’s a fine picture,’ 

68   Kennedy, Silver, Sin, and Sixpenny Ale, pp. 38-39.

69   In 1892, there were 32 drapers in Broken Hill, 29 of them in the central business district (R. J. Solomon, 
The Richest Lode: Broken Hill 1883-1988, p. 122). By 1895, there were 13 Drapers in Argent Street 
(according to the Barrier Miner [Broken Hill] Business Directory for 1895-96, pp. 414-417). In the 
preceding Directory, there were five—Boan Bros, H.H. Hart, J. Joseph, Saunders & Co. and J.T. Walk. 
In 1892, the only drapers to be telephone subscribers on the Broken Hill Exchange were Boan Bros 
(No. 34) and Saunders & Co. (No. 49); there were only 55 subscribers (R. J. Solomon, The Richest Lode, 
p. 124). The strike of 1892 may have affected the viability of many small businesses (by 1895) as much 
as the competition from other retailers such as Boan Bros. Boan Bros. was also one of the early adopters 
of the telephone as a form of business communication.

70   The brothers slept in the back of the shop at first. I could not find a residential address for either brother 
before Harry left Broken Hill in early 1895. Boan Bros was located at 197-199 Argent Street, according 
to a 1910 map, between Bromide and Sulphide Streets. 

71   E. Stokes, United We Stand: impressions of Broken Hill 1908-1910, Canterbury, Vic.: Five Mile Press, 
1983, p. 58.

72   Daily News, 5 May 1928. The rest of the account is based on this source.
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said Mr Knight. ‘What’s wrong with me writing that up for tomorrow’s paper as an 
interview?’ Harry did not object but qualified it with ‘I can’t afford to advertise yet.’ In 
years to come, Boan Bros, Broken Hill, became the Barrier Miner’s leading advertiser.73

Next day there was a glowing account about ‘Mr Boan of Sydney, who realised the 
wonderful opportunities lying dormant in Broken Hill.’ Although everyone was ignorant 
of the fact that he had no bank account and only the nucleus of his fortune in his pocket, 
he was besieged, he said, with attractive offers. One of them was from G. & R. Wills, 
a prominent South Australian company that had a branch in Broken Hill. The branch 
manager, Mr White, gave Harry a letter of introduction to Mr Howard, the manager 
in Adelaide. Harry secured an interview and presented his letter. After scanning it, Mr 
Howard said, ‘Well, Mr Boan, I’m a busy man, but if you will call tomorrow I might be 
able to see you.’  Harry was not going to wait. 

Mr Howard, does that letter convey to you the impression that I need 
assistance? I won’t see you tomorrow for the simple reason that I’m catching 
the train back tonight. I have £130 in my pocket and want to spend it as 
quickly as possible.74

Mr Howard cuttingly replied, ‘You don’t want to see me. It’s the warehouse manager you 
want.’ Harry was annoyed and retorted, ‘I may be a small client today, Mr Howard, but 
I might grow to a big one.’ Harry saw Mr Sharland, the warehouse manager, and spent 
the £130 in an hour buying chiefly men’s clothing; he perhaps realised that women then 
represented only 15 per cent of his market.75 Mr Sharland was prepared to send Harry an 
invoice but he insisted on paying cash. Just as he was leaving, a message arrived that Mr 
Howard wanted to see him.

Do you know I’m interested in you, young man, but you don’t know much 
about what you’ve been buying. Unbeknown to you I got the warehouse 
manager to report to me. But you are so buoyed up with a supreme confidence 
in yourself that I don’t think you’ll be able to help making a success of things. 
You can have £1,000 worth of credit.

On 21 July 1888, an advertisement in the Saturday evening edition of the Barrier Miner 

73   The Barrier Miner commenced publication on 28 Feb. 1888, at one penny a copy; it ceased publication 
on 31 July 2008. In the first issue, it ‘advocates the might of labour’ (p. 2) and asserted that Broken Hill 
‘for want of water was decimated by typhoid and devastated by fire’ (p. 3). It was one of three newspapers 
in the town. The others were the labour movement’s Barrier Daily Truth and the Silver Age. Boan 
Brothers first advertised in the Silver Age on 4 June 1889: ‘Boan Brothers still surpass Every Drapery 
Establishment Outside of Sydney’. The advertisement claimed: ‘Our Turnover is Larger than any other 
Three Houses in Town, necessarily we can Sell at a Third of their Prices’. The Barrier Miner issue that 
records Harry’s interview has not survived in the collections held in the Broken Hill Public Library, the 
National Library in Canberra or the La Trobe Library in Melbourne.

74   This quotation and the one that follows are from the Daily News, 5 May 1928.

75  ‘Broken Hill and district in 1906’, Illustrate, undated. An article headlined Boan Bros., Drapers, in 
talking about the early days of Boans, reads in part: ‘But few women were on the field, and the new firm’s 
trade was confined almost wholly to supplying men’s clothing.’ Copy supplied by the Broken Hill Public 
Library Archives.
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announced: ‘A Grand Discovery: to save 10s in the £ you must buy your Drapery at 
Boan Bros.’ H. and E. Boan, Cash Drapers, Argent-St., claimed that they were, ‘THE 
CHEAPEST HOUSE OUTSIDE OF SYDNEY’.76 In its march forward, Boan Bros 
adopted the motto, ‘The Finest Quality at the Finest Prices’. 77 There was always a strong 
link between price and quality in Boans advertising, as was an opportunity to compare its 
pricing with a distant but substantial, benchmark location—in this case, Sydney.

By June 1889, the Barrier Miner had leased a ‘large front shop’ to Boan Bros who ‘will 
presently open its own boot and shoe emporium’.78 An article published in 1906 when 
Ernest Boan was the sole proprietor, recorded that since its establishment, Boan Bros. 
shops have been altered and extended, until the buildings of 1906 covered half-an-acre 
of ground, and the floor space was just ten times its original size. Moreover, a further 
extension was contemplated.79 Photo 2.5 shows an internal view of Boans Bros c.1908, 
with a reference to Boans Bros, Wellington Street, Perth.

This pattern of rapid physical development was replicated in Perth but on a grander scale. 
As to the store’s departments, the copy read: ‘A dictionary of adjectives would be required 
to describe the millinery department, while a writer would have to advance to poetry to 
treat of the show windows and their artistic dressing.’ 80 

Boan Bros was essentially a drapery but expanded the range of goods and services it 
provided, and organised them, haphazardly perhaps, into departments. Under Harry’s 
leadership, it evolved towards the department store that flourished in Western Australia. 
Although the Barrier Miner article was written a decade after Harry had left, Boans was 
noted even then for its imaginative window displays, a key marketing device for which 
Boans in Perth became internationally famous.

An un-bylined article appeared in the Barrier Miner in March 1929. It was one in a series, 
Builders of Broken Hill. Harry Boan was one of the Men Who Made the Town, and 
Boan Bros was one of the Businesses Past and Present profiled in the series.81 There is no 
profile of brother, Ernest. Although the brothers were in partnership, Ernest appeared to 
play a supporting role. It was Harry who had the imagination, the retail experience and 
the aptitude for publicity. After Harry left Broken Hill, for Perth, Ernest became the sole 
proprietor. The advent of the steam train ‘altered the centre of gravity in Argent Street’ 
and there was ‘a sagging in the business of Boan Bros’ until J.C. Goodhart was appointed 
manager in 1902, according to the Barrier Miner.

Few firms, the Miner said, could claim greater celebrity. In the early days, Boan Bros was 
recognised as the leading drapery and clothing shop in Broken Hill and the surrounding 
districts. ‘Mr Harry Boan was the driving force behind the local venture,’ ran the article, 

76   Barrier Miner, 21 July 1888, Business Announcements.

77   Advertisement in Typographical Messenger, 1907.

78   Barrier Miner, 15 June 1889, p. 2. The blocks were adjacent to one another.

79   ‘Broken Hill and District in 1906’, Illustrate, undated.

80   ‘Broken Hill and District in 1906’, Illustrate, undated.

81   Barrier Miner, 7 March 1929. The following details and quotations are from this article. 
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‘and it was he who made the season’s sales events of quite public importance.’ The article 
also drew attention to the ‘sweeping advertisements’ and that before the days of motor 
cars, Harry used to hire all the cabs and give customers free carriage to and from the 
Boans’ shop. Brass bands were also engaged to play in the streets, ‘an evergreen aid to 
catch trade.’ These practices were replicated in Perth.

Merchants in Broken Hill traded by day and by night and, it would appear, set their 
own opening and closing times.82 When sales were on Harry was known to close his 
shop two or three days of the week. This would build expectation and customer demand, 
concentrate retail activity and reduce operating costs. It was good business. According to 
the Barrier Miner article, when asked about this, in 1889, he had replied: ‘If I can do a 
whole week’s business in one day instead of six it suits me better.’ Once, in 1890, so great 
was the Broken Hill crowd pressing to get into a sale that it burst through the big plate-
glass windows facing the street. ‘By great good fortune no one was injured,’ ran the article, 
‘although heavy pieces of glass fell all around.’ This response to his Broken Hill sales 
advertising foreshadowed dramatic events that were to occur when Boan Bros opened in 
Perth in November 1895, as I will show in Chapter Three.

The 1929 Barrier Miner article also accounted for how Harry Boan raised the money to 
finance his Perth operation. By ‘hair-raising sales’ that ‘were, and still are, red-letter days 
in the history of Broken Hill trade,’ Harry turned into cash all but a ‘meagre quantity’ of 
the stock on hand.

Boan wanted money greedily to hop right into the sunny West … and he sold 
all sorts of lines at ridiculously low prices. Material that would in the ordinary 
course of events have gone out at £1 was hustled over the counter at 1/- or 
2/-.

83

The source of this information was Mr J.C. Goodhart. The business recovery he oversaw in 
the years after Harry’s departure was not recognised or appreciated so he left the company 
in 1910 to start his own business. This may account for the pejorative language he used 
to describe Harry Boan’s actions. To Goodhart’s way of thinking, ‘Harry Boan practically 
wrecked the business; it was sacrificed for ready money for the Western venture.’ The 
wreckage, he declared, was handed to Ernest who did not have either his brother’s energy 
or flair—nor did he have Goodhart’s progressive attitudes.84 Over the next five years the 

82   The colony of Victoria regulated trading hours in 1885. The legislation permitted 7.00 pm closing on 
weekdays and 10.00 pm closing on Saturdays. Trading hours were regulated by the colonies/states. G. 
Lewis, A. Morkel, G. Hubbard, Cases in Australian Stategic Management, Sydney, NSW: Prentice Hall, 
1991, p. 120.

83   Barrier Miner, 7 March 1929.

84  An article appeared in The Critic Souvenir, Nov. 1907, on Boan Bros., the ‘Big Argent-St Drapers’. 
The final paragraph evaluated ‘Mr Ernie Boan’. He ‘is one of the best-liked, popular, and cosmopolitan 
business men in Broken Hill. He is kindly and considerate to everyone, both in business and in leisure 
time. He takes a great interest in the welfare of Broken Hill, and assists and forwards its interests in many 
ways unknown to the public. He is not ostentatious, and thoroughly deserves the success he has achieved 
in business and the popularity he enjoys in private life.’ Ernest would have been about 42 years of age 
at the time this flattering article appeared. His anonymous assistance is in keeping with the principles 
of tzedakah. The italics in the quotation are mine. Copy of the article supplied by the Broken Hill 
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Boan Bros Drapery Store in Argent Street, c.1908

Source: Courtesy Broken Hill City Library Archives. Also in R.J. Solomon, The Richest Lode, p. 140B.

Photo 2.5
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Photo 2.6

Unionists in Broken Hill marching south-west down Argent Street during the 1892 strike. 
Boan Bros is on the left. Its side wall sign was still there in 1909. Peters Hotel is next door, on 
the left.

Courtesy Broken Hill Public Library

Map 2.2

Broken Hill Town Plan, 1887

Part of the 1887 Broken Hill town plan showing the street grid right up to the Broken Hill 
Proprietary Company’s main leases. Boan Bros (in red) was located in Argent Street between 
Bromide and Sulphide Streets.

Source: R. J. Solomon, The Biggest Lode, p. 111c.
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Map 2.3

Argent Street, Broken Hill 

Allotments, c. 1910

Mr George Krantz bought the Boans Bros business and premises on 1 November 1918. Dick 
Smith Electronics Pty Ltd stands on the site today. 

Broken Hill City Public Library, P95B/9/1
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Broken Hill business declined. On 22 April 1915, the Barrier Miner announced ‘Boan 
Bros.’ Big Retiring Sale.’ It was a sensation: Mr E. Boan was Retiring from Business. 
Twenty thousand pounds of stock was to be liquidated as soon as possible.85 The firm that 
could claim celebrity status for more than 25 years closed, and on 1 November 1918 the 
title to the building and the business passed to Mr George Krantz.86 

Accompanying Harry’s rise was that of the Amalgamated Miners’ Association to be a 
most powerful and militant trade union. In 1889 the miners struck to win the ‘closed 
shop’, and in 1890 the Broken Hill mines closed as a result of further confrontation 
between the unions and management. In 1892, a bitter eighteen-week strike arose when 
management tried to introduce ‘contract mining’. This led to one of the most destructive 
disputes in Australian mining history.87 

Public Library, and a copy is in my possession. The financial statements for Boan Bros Perth (1913) in 
the Balance Sheet Assets record, ‘E. Boan, Broken Hill, £2,007 11s 0d’. The 1914 statements record, 
‘E. Boan, Broken Hill, £2,607 11s 0d’. The Profit and Loss Account in each year records an expense, 
‘Boan Bros, Broken Hill, £121 2s 6d’. There is no indication as to what the assets represent or why the 
expense was incurred, and no conclusion can be reached except that there was an ongoing relationship 
between Argent and Wellington Streets.

85   The advertisement appears in the Barrier Miner, 22 April 1915.

86   E.F. Woodman claims that ‘a steel spiral staircase which had become redundant as a result of Boan 
Brothers’ store in Argent Street being dismantled was purchased and built into the north-eastern corner 
of the church.’ The church referred to is the Roman Catholic Church in Broken Hill. E.F. Woodman, 
The Catholic Church in Broken Hill 1883-1983: the first 100 years, Broken Hill, NSW: E.F. Woodman, 
c.1984, p. 38.

87   Explanations and accounts of the causes and progress of the strikes has been a very divisive issue. This 
thesis is not the place to explore various explanations, conspiracy theories or points of view. My aim 
is to understand and explain the impact on Harry Boan. George Dale, one of the industrial warfare 
participants, wrote a first-hand account – The Industrial History of Broken Hill, Melbourne, Vic.: Fraser 
and Jenkinson, 1918. His son Allan, in a Foreword, described it as a ‘survey of the building of the 
wondrous Labor movement in Australia.’ For him the strikes were Class War. His father, he said, used 
a language in keeping ‘with the brutal treatment meted out by the mining magnates to those of the 
wealth producers who dared to expose the cause of their class.’ Several firms and business men paid for 
advertising space in the book, a fact mentioned ‘in order that class-conscious readers may, when ordering 
goods, give preference to such firms.’ Boan Bros. was not one of the firms. The mine magnates ‘brutal 
treatment’ is somewhat muted by George Dale’s assertion that ‘The usual skull-dragging of certain 
individuals into the Union took place’ and ‘men who were disinclined to join [were] politely shown “the 
error of their ways”.’ (p. 17.) He acknowledges the contribution of the women ‘who uncomplainingly 
made such magnificent sacrifices in order to give a winning chance in the industrial strife to their 
husbands, fathers and prospective fathers, of their children.’ (p. 25.) A union defence committee, in the 
1892 strike, purchased supplies in bulk, ‘thus saving the middlemen’s profits’. It was estimated that £1 
in coupons was equal in purchasing power to about thirty shillings in ordinary trading. (p. 35.) Harry 
Boan declined to make such concessions and suffered accordingly. Brian Dickey analysed the original 
documents for the 1892 Strike that are now held in the NSW State Archives. He concluded that ‘The 
only group involved in the strike which these new documents show up in an even harsher light than 
before are the mine managers.’ They had most to lose. Nevertheless, they had a ‘poor appreciation of 
the political realities’ and acted as though the Government in Sydney was there to do their bidding. 
Further, there was ‘no evidence to support the view that the Government deliberately set out to crush 
the striking miners.’ Brian Dickey, ‘The Broken Hill Strike, 1892’, Labour History, no. 11, Nov. 1966, pp. 
40-53, at pp. 43 and 52. Blainey, in The Rise of Broken Hill, identifies two ‘powerful seeds of discontent’ 
in the 1892 strike – lead poisoning and mine safety (p. 151). He also points out that the three great 
strikes (1892, 1909, 1919-20) began when metal prices were falling (p. 150). He puts the Broken Hill 
troubles in the context of what was happening in ‘the several hundred’ other mining towns in Australia.
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Eighteen-ninety-two, then, was a very hard year, for a desperate community, and for 
Boan Bros who had lost thousands of pounds in extended credit that was long overdue. 
According to Kennedy, the long strike was followed by a severe depression lasting more 
than a decade. The population declined as many miners left for the Western Australian 
goldfields.88 The experience shaped Harry’s attitude to unions and when he came to 
Western Australia in May 1895 — he was one of nearly 19,000 people who arrived in 
Western Australia in that year — he vowed never again to open a store in a union town.89 
As we will see in the next chapter this proved to be impossible. In his 1928 reminiscences 
Harry summarised his six-years in Broken Hill:

I bought a block of land for £1,500, built a store for £8,000 and carried £13,000 
worth of stock. The average weekly returns were about £1,000. Then the big 
strike. … Broken Hill began to go down and I got out, leaving my brother 
in control of affairs. We then had £10,000 worth of stock and the land and 
buildings were worth £6,000. 90

Harry had made good but this summary understates his first achievements as a merchant—
achievements that were even greater in Perth.

Kennedy, in Silver, Sin and Sixpenny Ale, charts the rise of unionism, especially the role of Methodism 
in Chapter 4 and devotes Chapter 5 to the 1892 strike.  He says, at p. 68, that ‘several publicans and 
prominent storekeepers’ contributed to the strike fund but he does not name them. There is no evidence 
that Harry Boan was one of them. Kennedy goes on to say (p. 69) that only unionists performing picket 
duty received ration coupons and that these were redeemable only at specified co-operative stores. No 
store is identified by name. Chapter 6 deals with the hard times that followed the 1892 strike and these 
social and economic conditions would have affected Harry, as a human being and as a businessman.

88   Kennedy, Silver, Sin and Sixpenny Ale, p. 75. Ch. 6 gives a good account of the hard times experienced 
by the citizens of Broken Hill. On Sunday, 1 Feb. 1895, Australia made the change from an independent 
practice of capital city-based local time to an international system of standardised zones. According to 
Graeme Davison, the Australian colonies were among the last English-speaking places to adopt the 
new system. Broken Hill was an anomaly: the railways kept Adelaide time, the Post Office Sydney time, 
and the mines local time. See Graeme Davison, ‘Punctuality and progress: the foundation of Australian 
Standard Time’, Australian Historical Studies, vol. 25, Oct. 1993, no. 101, pp. 169-191.

89   There is no documentary evidence to support this claim. The story has been told to me in interview and 
personal communication, by Edwin Benness who joined Boans Ltd as an office boy in 1932 and retired 
as managing director and chairman of directors in 1978; by J.B. Morrison who succeeded Benness in 
both positions in 1978 and retired in 1984, and by G. Bingemann who joined Boans in 1961 and retired 
(as deputy managing director) in 1984. Both Morrison and Bingemann were sons-in-law to Frank 
Boan. In his Oral History interview for the Battye Library (OH 2585, Tape 2A, p. 20), Benness records: 
‘The union declared them black and because the majority of customers were associated with the mining 
industry and the unions Harry decided that Broken Hill was no longer the place for him... He swore he 
would never go to another mining town and he never did, and he would never be in another town which 
was dominated by the unions, so he refused to go to Fremantle where the wharfies’ union was very strong 
and he wouldn’t go to other port towns such as Bunbury, Albany [and] Geraldton.’ It was son Frank 
who opened branches in the regional centres of Bunbury, Albany and Geraldton. Staffing matters are 
important in this thesis but less so is the role of unionism. For an outline of Boans Ltd’s relationships 
with trade unions, see Appendix 2.3.

90   Daily News, 5 May 1928. These figures are recollected after forty years so probably would not stand an 
accountant’s scrutiny, but the point is made.
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11.0 Conclusion:

Harry was a risk taker, with plenty of imagination and initiative. He had a strong belief 
in his own ability coupled with a strong need for achievement. He was smart at figures. 
He also had a flare for personal showmanship as illustrated by his preference for ‘swank’ 
accommodation and preparedness to dress up when the occasion demanded. He was not 
afraid of hard work, nor was he frightened to stand up for himself. He always paid his 
debts, a standard of integrity of which there are many future examples. When he reached 
Broken Hill — he was about 28 years of age — he had a vision of what he wanted to 
achieve. This vision was to focus his commitment to retailing underpinned with customer 
service. His showmanship is further revealed in the style and tenor of the reminiscences 
he wrote in 1928, as well as the use he made of bold advertising to position his Broken 
Hill emporium. He focussed on a cost leadership strategy and through this, achieved 
dominance in his market.

The effects of the two mining strikes on his business and on the women and children 
were never forgotten. Having enjoyed a happy family life in a community of many young 
families with plenty of children, he was always sensitive to their needs and the aspirations 
of young people brought up in country towns that yearned to go the city. One can only 
speculate on the personal tragedy for Harry when he was to lose his own children in their 
formative years, as we will see in the next chapter.

Contemporary documents and newspaper reports concentrated on the role of Harry Boan, 
not his brother Ernest. When he left Broken Hill, Boan Bros began to go down, in part 
because Ernest could not provide either the leadership or the merchandising expertise 
and because of the economic depression beginning to bite the NSW and the Victorian 
economies. There is a degree of ambiguity as to whether or not Harry stripped the Broken 
Hill enterprise to finance the Perth operation. Mr Goodhart, the source of the claim, 
appears to have been a disgruntled employee, and what Boans records we have are silent 
on the matter. In both the Silver City and in Perth, however, it was as a corporate leader 
that Harry Boan established the foundations of his business.

Boan Brothers grew by internal expansion, financed by retained earnings and bank 
finance. This is in keeping with the path of initial development of the firms discussed in 
TBEoT. Internal growth was particularly associated ‘with prime movers who maintained a 
monopoly or dominant market position for a lengthy period.’ 91 Boan Brothers dominated 
the retailing market in Broken Hill from its establishment in 1888 until Harry left in 1895. 
Major retailers Myer and Coles also followed a similar pattern of growth in the early years 
of their development. It was a template followed by Boans Perth, as we shall see.

There were technical as well as retailing innovations. Boan Bros Broken Hill were the 
first people in Australia to adopt the Lamson Supply Company’s cash railway, a system of 
transferring cash from the sales staff to a cashier, and in 1906 it had fifteen stations in its 
store.92 It was a forerunner of the pneumatic tube system of cash transfer. They were also 

91   TBEoT, p. 111.

92   ‘Broken Hill and District in 1906’, Illustrate. The Lamson Cash Carrier Company’s cash railway website 
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one of only fifty five enterprises, including two retailers, to have a telephone. Attractive 
window displays and bold, aggressive advertising were trademarks that clearly positioned 
Boan Bros even then as a “people’s store”. Bulk buying and clearly labelled prices, prices 
that were ‘rock bottom’ before it was fashionable to use that phrase, underpinned that 
advertising. Frequent bargain sales and attractive window displays offered sensational 
opportunities in exchange for cash payments. Above all Boan Bros Broken Hill became 
synonymous with service — the provision of a cab service at sales time is but one example 
— and with the employment of women. In Broken Hill, the job of retail shop assistant 
was one of the few occupations open to unmarried women; they worked long hours 
for low wages, had to supply their own expensive black clothes, and with it display a 
subservient behaviour to management if they wanted to keep their jobs.93 These practices 
were widespread and Boan Bros was not exceptional. Continuous innovation was one of 
the key components of Schumpeter’s theory of entrepreneurship and this was to become 
a defining characteristic of Boans Ltd in Western Australia.

Harry Boan was raised in a traditional Jewish home. Thomas Boan set an example of 
tzedakah through his foundation subscription to the Dunolly Hospital, his identification 
as one of the inaugural trustees of the Waanyarra Cemetery and his various picnic 
participations.  This was a cumulative but an effective role model for Harry, who returned 
to Dunolly many years later to donate a radio and headphones to the hospital, as a 
personal gesture but also in recognition of his father’s contribution. These examples of 
community service are the only recorded events that we had, until I was able to analyse 
the financial records of Boan Bros (Perth), but it is reasonable to surmise that there were 
other community examples. In the Perth records there is more substantial evidence of his 
and his company’s corporate citizenship.

In the next chapter I will show how Harry’s early experiences and the business principles 
he had formulated in Broken Hill contributed to his early success in Western Australia.

is at http://www.ids.u-net.com/cash/lamsons.htm. The company never included a ‘p’ in its name; the 
Illustrate article did.

93   Hilda Ferguson, Bill Eriksen and Clem Dawson record their impressions of Boan Brothers as an 
employer in the early 1900s in Stokes, United We Stand: Impressions of Broken Hill 1908-1910, p. 62. 
Harry was in Perth by then but many of the promotional practices they describe were also carried out in 
Perth.
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CHAPTER THREE

ON A GRAND SCALE 

(1895-1919)

1.0 Setting:

Harry Boan arrived in Fremantle in May 1895. In a remarkable display of energy and 
enterprise, the thirty-five-year-old dynamo opened Boan Bros six months later with a 
Great Inspection Night that was the talk of the town and a promotional masterstroke. 
In his new city of Perth he had defied local wisdom and bought a swampy piece of land 
in Wellington Street that nobody else wanted, from a Guildford butcher, William Byers 
Wood.1 He had architect Archer Hoskings draw up plans and specifications for a single-
storey structure on a 3,000 square metre block and then, despite a shortage of men and 
materials, supervise the building of a Great Palace of Drapery, ‘eminently suited to the 
business to be carried out’, that had a 25-metre plate-glass frontage and a block depth of 
50 metres. Photo 3.1 is the earliest surviving photos of the Boan Bros premises.

Photo 3.1

The Great Palace of Drapery erected in Wellington Street in 1895 for Boan Bros., opposite 
the Central Railway Station, opened with a Great Inspection Night on Friday, 8 November 
1895. The only other significant business in Wellington Street in 1895 was a branch of George 
P. Harris, Scarfe & Co., a firm of wholesale iron mongers, agricultural and general machinery 
merchants.2

Source: BL, BA 287/311

1   Wellington Street was the northern boundary of the central business district. It was regarded as of little 
commercial value in the 1890s. The main commercial street was, and still is, Hay Street, with St Georges 
Terrace the main location of banks, insurance companies and professional offices. Guildford was a rural 
and residential settlement on the Swan River some twenty kilometres upstream from the Swan River 
colony of Perth.

2  See: J.S. Battye (Ed.), The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Perth, WA: The Cyclopedia Company, 
1912/1985 (Hesperian Press), Vol. 1, pp. 676-677.  
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By the middle of October Harry, with his brother Benjamin, had furnished the warehouse 
with merchandise worth thousands of pounds, imported from the eastern colonies. Staff 
had displayed it in roomy departments under gas lighting that made inspection easy. 
There was still a month to go before the premises opposite the Central Railway Station 
opened for business, a month which Boan Bros put to good use to build public excitement 
with teasing and tempting advertising.

The purpose of this chapter is to define the social and economic environment the Boan 
brothers encountered when they arrived in Australia’s most isolated capital city, as a context 
for the strategic location of their emporium. The chapter will describe Harry Boan’s first 
reconnaissance trip overseas and its significance both for a capital works program and 
merchandising policy. Three sets of financial statements have survived from the period 
and these are suggestive of the dramatic growth in sales and revenue. I will also look at the 
motivation for his philanthropic activity and civic leadership culminating in his entry into 
the Western Australian Parliament, and the impact his family life may have had on him 
and the business. The narrative concludes at the point where Boan Bros became Boans 
Ltd in 1918. I will then draw together the threads that reveal the significance of Harry’s 
corporate leadership, the company’s strategic growth, retailing innovation and corporate 
citizenship.

2.0 Arrival:

When the SS Baninyong arrived in the new port of Fremantle late Friday afternoon 
on 3 May 1895, a ‘Mr Boan’ was among the 113 passengers who disembarked. It was 
conventional only to give passenger surnames but it is a reasonable assumption that it was 
35-year-old Mr Harry Boan.3 The 1878-tonne vessel had left Melbourne on 23 April, 
called in at Adelaide, and, according to Captain F. Bell, then encountered gale force winds 
crossing the Bight to the port of Albany, the main entry point to Western Australia. To 
some, Western Australia was still known as the Swan River Colony.4 In Albany, Harry 
had his first taste of a people in mass transit, those in a hurry to get their luggage and get 
going to Perth, and then almost certainly to the goldfields. 

Albert Calvert was an experienced explorer, a mining entrepreneur and a prolific author, 
and on his fourth visit to Western Australia. Albany, he wrote, was ‘hot with the press and 
inrush of people’, many of whom packed the trains, ‘like trussed fowls, without room to 
move their elbows’, for the ‘unlovely journey’ to Perth, nearly 500 kilometres away. Harry 
preferred a sea voyage, free from ‘the persistent attention of the myriads of flies’ that 
Calvert had noted.5 According to Captain Bell’s report, ‘the weather was exceptionally 

3   West Australian, Shipping Notes, 3 May 1895, p. 4.

4   West Australian, Shipping Notes, 4 May 1895, p. 4 has Captain Bell’s account. The Swan River Colony 
was officially named Western Australia in Jan. 1832 when Governor James Stirling received his long-
awaited commission from William the Fourth. His Majesty appointed ‘JAMES STIRLING to be our 
Governor and Commander-in-Chief in and over the territory called Western Australia …’. Pamela 
Statham-Drew, James Stirling Admiral and Founding Governor of Western Australia, Crawley, WA: 
UWAP, 2003, pp. 202-203.

5   Quoted by C.T. Stannage in The People of Perth: a social history of Western Australia’s capital city, Perth: 
Perth City Council, 1979, p. 212, from A.F. Calvert, My Fourth Tour in Western Australia, London: 



83

fine from Albany to Fremantle, with no wind and very smooth sea.’ 6 It was an auspicious 
arrival for the man who was to become Western Australia’s greatest retailer.

It is not known when Benjamin, Harry’s older brother by two years, arrived in Perth. He 
died in 1901, having played only a minor but unrecorded role in this story. Boan Bros 
remained the registered partnership name, however, until becoming Boans Ltd in 1918—
the same year that Boan Bros Broken Hill was sold to Mr George Krantz.7

3.0 The Beckoning West:

When Harry arrived in 1895 Western Australia was experiencing the most tumultuous 
ten years of growth since its foundation in 1829. He took advantage of that state of 
excitement and a booming economy driven by the discoveries of mineral wealth. In 1891 
the population of Western Australia was less than 50,000, according to economic historian 
Reg Appleyard. Historian Jill Roe says that only 17 per cent of the State’s population lived 
in the city, compared with 43 per cent in Melbourne and 34 per cent in Sydney.8 There was 
barely a hint, says Stannage, of the suburbanisation that was to occur in the fifteen years 
after 1895.9 By January 1901 that had changed. The population stood at nearly 194,000 of 
whom just over 38,800 (or 20 per cent) lived in Perth.10 The main form of public transport 
had been a river boat system connecting the port of Fremantle with Perth, twelve miles 
upstream. Land transport had been by bicycle, horse, or more expensively by horse and 
carriage on unsealed and unlit sandy roads and pathways. Perth was essentially a walking/
riding city.11 It changed during the decade 1890-1900 to a relatively inexpensive public 

W. Heinemann, 1897.

6   West Australian, 4 May 1895, p. 4.

7   Boan Bros was registered as Boans Ltd on 6 Aug. 1918. Boan Bros in Broken Hill was sold to Mr 
George Krantz, a member of a prominent Adelaide family, on 1 Nov. 1918. Mr Harold Krantz, a minor 
branch of the family, established an architectural practice in Perth (Krantz and Sheldon) and from 1941 
onwards pioneered the building of high-rise flats and low-cost housing close to the city. Boans Ltd, 
under Frank Boan, provided much of the built-in furniture, manufactured in its East Perth factory.

8     The population figures are from R.T. Appleyard, ‘Western Australia: economic and demographic growth 
1850-1914’, Appendix 6.1: Western Australia: demographic trends 1850-1915, in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), 
A New History of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1981, p. 34; the capital city percentages 
are from J. Roe, Marvellous Melbourne: the emergence of an Australian city, Sydney, NSW: Hicks Smith 
& Sons, 1974, Table 1.4: Percentage of colonial population in capital cities, p. 40. In 1891, 35% of 
Australia’s  population of 3,240,985 lived in capital cities, according to G. Greenwood (Ed.), Australia: 
a social and political history, Sydney, NSW: Angus and Robertson, 1955, p. 428.

9    C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 241.

10   According to Roe, by 1901 36% of the NSW population lived in Sydney and 41% of Victorians lived 
in Melbourne. The economic depression in Victoria during the 1890s precipitated a mass migration 
— mostly to Western Australia — and this would help explain the change in Melbourne from 43% to 
41% between 1891 and 1901. Population figures are tabulated in R.T. Appleyard, ‘Western Australia: 
economic and demographic growth’, Table 6.4, Western Australian population statistics 1890-1901, p. 
220. The population for 1890 was 48,502 (28,854 males and 19,648 females — a ratio of 68 females for 
every 100 males); for 1901, it was 193,601 (117,885 males and 75,716 females — a ratio of 64 females 
for every 100 males). The City of Perth Library supplied the Perth figures; the 1901 figure is a Census 
statistic.

11  There is some discussion of the change from a ‘walking’ to a ‘public transport’ city in J.W. McCarty, 
‘Australian capital cities in the nineteenth century’, Australian Economic History Review, vols X and XI, 
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Map 3.1

The Perth Electric Tramways Ltd Schedule, 1899

The Perth Electric Tramways Limited schedule for 1899. The First Schedule specified routes 1-8. 
The Second Schedule specified routes [1] and [2].

Source: Tracks by the Swan: the electric tram and trolley bus era of Perth, Western Australia, p. 27. Boan Bros was located 
opposite the Perth Central Railway Station, and was well served by a network of public transport.

transport city as a 3 foot 6 inch railway network connected the new Perth Central Railway 
Station, opened in 1894, with the regional centres of Fremantle, Midland Junction and 
Armadale, and with the country centres of Geraldton to the north, Bunbury and Busselton 
to the south-west, Albany via Northam to the south east and Kalgoorlie and the eastern 
goldfields to the far east.12 Public transport routes tend to reflect where people live—in 
dwellings that line the main streets. By 1899, Perth had its first tram service, also running 
on a 3 foot 6 inch gauge that by 1901 ran from a terminus in East Perth to Subiaco and 
north to Highgate Hill.13 Map 3.1 shows the 1899 tramways schedule. 

1970-71. 

12 Figure 6.8 in Appleyard, ‘Western Australia: economic and demographic growth 1850-1914’, p. 231, 
maps the railway development between 1889 and 1911. See also chronology in J.G. Wilson (Ed.) 
Western Australia’s Centenary 1829-1929, Perth, WA: The Historic Press (WA), 1929, pp. 23-39.

13   Perth Electric Tramways Ltd, following the provisions of the City of Perth Tramways Act, 1897, negotiated 
a First Schedule of 13¼ miles (21.32 km), to be completed and operational in two years. From the 
Tramways Car Barn located in Bay Street, East Perth, adjacent to the Western Australian Association 
Cricket Ground, an electric tram ran west along Hay Street, across Thomas Street and terminated at 
Rokeby Road, Subiaco (as a result of an agreement signed on 15 Aug. 1899). Another tram ran from 
the Esplanade, north along Barrack Street and along Beaufort Street, terminating at Walcott Street in 
Highgate Hill. The Second Schedule, to be completed in five years, included provision for a tram to 
run along Wellington Street, from Bennet Street in East Perth to Thomas Street in Subiaco. A one-
way, west to east, tram service was introduced into Murray Street in 1916 but terminated at William 
Street. In 1933, the Wellington Street tram service was replaced by a trolley bus service. The company 
was formed on 4 July 1898 with a capital of £200,000 comprised of 100,000 ordinary £1 shares and 

Highgate Hill

East Perth

Subiaco
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Gas lighting now illuminated the city streets; public and private gardens were now watered 
by a relatively reliable water supply. It was an open and optimistic society in which the 
newly arrived had come to stay and soon considerably outnumbered the original colonists 
and their offspring.14 The impact of public transport had begun the change of ‘inner 
zone’ Perth with a city core and adjacent suburbs to an ‘outer zone’ Perth with a series of 
residential suburbs roughly divided between such middle-class quarters as Claremont-
Nedlands on the one hand and the more working-class locations of Maylands-Bassendean 
on the other.15 Western Australia was now perceived as a wealthy but disadvantaged part 
of a federation that formed the Commonwealth of Australia.

Perth must have been a welcome sea change for Harry after the hot desert winds of Broken 
Hill. The frontier energy was similar as was the shortage of accommodation—‘the hotels 
are besieged; the boarding houses are crammed’ — but Perth, unlike Broken Hill, was 
not a union town although it had a growing union movement and a new workers’ party, 
the Labor Party.16 It was and always had been, according to J.W. McCarty, a ‘commercial 
city’, a service and distribution centre — and the Boan brothers were about service and 
distribution.17 Although Boan Bros was the Silver City’s most prominent emporium, 
Harry believed that Broken Hill was in decline. As is the case for many entrepreneurs, a 
new challenge was what he needed.18

100,000 preferential £1 shares with a 6% dividend. See: T. Culpepper-Cooke, A. Gunzburg, I. Pleydell 
and D. Brown (Ed.), Tracks by the Swan: the electric tram and trolley bus era of Perth, Western Australia, 
Mt Lawley, WA: Perth Electric Tramways Society, 2010, Ch. 3 and Appendix 5. These public transport 
provisions had implications for Boans Ltd delivery systems around the suburbs and to country regions.

14  A good account of the transformation of Perth from a residential village into the makings of a modern 
city is given in Ch. 4 of Stannage, The People of Perth.

15  McCarty discusses these issues in more depth in ‘Australian capital cities in the nineteenth century’.

16  The accommodation quotation is from A.F. Calvert, My Fourth Tour in Western Australia, quoted in 
Stannage, The People of Perth, pp. 212-213. In April 1899 the first Trades Union and Labor Congress 
of Western Australia met at Coolgardie. It was encouraged to do so by the powerful Amalgamated 
Workers’ Association. The Congress resolved to seek direct representation in both state and federal 
parliaments, a decision confirmed at a second congress held in Perth in Aug. 1900, according to B. de 
Garis in ‘Western Australia’, in P. Loveday, A.W. Martin and R.S. Parker (Eds), The Emergence of the 
Australian Party System, Sydney, NSW: Hale & Iremonger, 1977, p. 329. The Australian Labor Party 
(ALP) has the longest continuous history of any of WA’s political parties, and was the first Labor Party 
to hold office in Australia for more than a few days, according to R. Pervan and D. Mitchell in ‘The 
changing nature of the Australian Labor Party’, in R. Pervan and C. Sharman (Eds), Essays on Western 
Australian Politics, Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, 1979, p. 129.

17  J.W. McCarty asserts that three Australian cities — Perth, Melbourne, Adelaide — are examples of 
commercial cities, ‘pure’ products of the 19th century expansion of capitalism. This is in contrast to the 
manufacturing cities — Manchester (based on cotton) or Pittsburgh (iron and steel) — created by the 
industrial revolution. Commercial cities were established ‘with only limited prior investigation of their 
locational possibilities’, and their growth was determined in the main by the similar requirements of the 
staple export economies of their hinterlands. This gave them an ‘historical stability’ and their continued 
domination as capital cities. Chicago was originally a commercial city, a major distribution centre, that 
evolved into a manufacturing city. It was Chicago, a retailing-wholesaling city, that impressed Harry 
Boan when he made his first business trip overseas in early 1902. See J.W. McCarty, ‘Australian capital 
cities in the nineteenth century’.

18  An article in the Western Australian Mirror for 4 Nov. 1933 reads in part: ‘For, when he left Broken 
Hill, after six years, realising that the town had seen its palmiest days, he came straight to Perth, the city 
in which he was destined to become famous.’
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Many people were drawn to Western Australia infected by that most contagious of 
diseases, gold fever. Victoria and New South Wales were in economic depression and 
the beckoning West seemed a more prosperous alternative, for merchants as well as 
prospectors.19 Eighteen thousand people arrived in Western Australia the year Harry 
came, and double that number arrived the following year.20

A West Australian editorial helped to put things in context: the Western Australia of 1890 
and the Western Australia of 1895, it said, were barely recognisable as one and the same 
country. Not only had material conditions altered, ‘vast goldfields’ opened up, railways 
‘been pushed in all directions’, and new centres of population ‘sprung into existence’ 
but a different spirit possessed the people, or those at least to whom Western Australia 
was the land of their birth.21 By 1900, 41 per cent of the Western Australian population 
had been born in other Australian colonies, Victoria in particular; a further 23 per cent 
were British-born. Only one-third had been born in the colony itself. And a third of the 
population now lived in the Eastern Goldfields where, a decade before, there were hardly 
any non-indigenous people. As historian Brian de Garis remarked, ‘the original Western 
Australians felt themselves to be in danger of losing control of their colony. Moreover 
some of the newcomers brought with them experience of trade unionism and radical 
politics much in advance of anything previously known in the West.’ 22 

Appendix 3.1 tabulates the growth in new colonial expenditure from 1890 to 1900 
for communication and public works infrastructure that materially reflected a state of 
excitement. The growth in railway communication was particularly significant for Boan 
Bros as it financed free travel for its city and suburban customers at sale time, and through 
its mail order department served a scattered population in a State one-third the size of 
the Australian continent.

While the despondency, ‘verging at times into complete hopelessness’, felt by older and 
earlier settlers that the colony would never thrive, had not entirely disappeared, so ran 
the editorial, the granting of Responsible Government in 1891 had two benefits: it 
had stimulated through vigorous prosperity those already in the colony ‘with new, even 
extraordinary life’, and attracted ‘to our shores many enterprising spirits.’ One of the most 
enterprising was Harry Boan.

19  The phrase ‘the beckoning West’ is also the title of E. Smith’s biographical account of H.S. Trotman 
and his exploration of the Canning Stock Route. E. Smith, The Beckoning West, Perth, WA: St George 
Books, 1985.

20  Between 1891 and 1901, 81,292 people moved to other colonies: 63,978 left Victoria (Dunstan says 
50,000 left Melbourne—K. Dunstan, The Store on the Hill, Melbourne, Vic.: Macmillan, 1979, p. 34); 
16,660 left South Australia and 654 left Tasmania. Approximately 70,000 (about 86%) came to Perth. 
These figures illustrate the seismic shift of the population, and one reason (perhaps) why Australian 
Rules is the preferred football code in Western Australia. See: C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 
248, and D. Hough, A Dream of Passion: the centennial history of His Majesty’s Theatre, Perth, WA: His 
Majesty’s Theatre Foundation, 2004, pp. 63-65.

21  West Australian, 23 Oct. 1895.

22  B. de Garis, ‘Self-government and the emergence of political parties, 1890-1911’, in D. Black (Ed.), 
The House on the Hill: a history of the parliament of Western Australia 1832-1990, Perth, WA: Western 
Australian Parliamentary History Project, Parliament of Western Australia, 1991, p. 68. 
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What Harry first encountered is captured in Calvert’s contemporary account:

The air in Perth is full of the yellow fever. Its germs, in the shape of talk 
of reefs, leases, claims, yields, trial crushings, camels, syndicates, stocks and 
Company flotations, are as thick as a London fog. In the smoking room, the 
bar, the club, the exchange, the bank, and even in the drawing room, the 
chorus goes up in praise of Mammon, of the bright yellow metal that is to be 
won … the whole of the business of Perth is in one way or another connected 
with or resulting from the goldfields, and … every businessman in the city is 
bound, body and soul, to the new industry.23

While gold might have attracted those hell-bent on finding it, it also drew people like 
Harry Boan who wanted to provide the goods and services they needed. In fact, Boan 
Bros Broken Hill advertised that those intending to go to the western goldfields should 
first equip themselves there — at Boan Bros — before setting out.

4.0 Retailing in Perth:

In 1890 retailing in central Perth was relatively quiet, and elsewhere almost non-existent, 
according to A.M. Baars. There were few shops, of limited variety, and growth was slow.24 
There was no central fruit and vegetable or meat and fish market and no cold storage 
available until 1897. The population was too small and too scattered to provide a large 
enough central demand for goods and services. There were few dedicated retailers and 
most successful businessmen diversified their activities and spread their risks across a 
number of commercial ventures. These merchants were usually drawn from among the 
‘Old’ families, men like William Padbury and the Shentons—George the father and Sir 
George the son.25

Eighteen-ninety was also the year the Perth Chamber of Commerce was established, with 
Sir George Shenton its first president. The Chamber helped to ‘promote the reception, 
despatch and distribution of goods of trade’, and during the next decade the growth in 
retailing and manufacturing was spectacular.26 Factories sprang up in and around Perth, 
to manufacture footwear, especially boots, and garments of many kinds, for a burgeoning 
local market. Timber merchants and furniture manufacturers, metal-workers, printers, 
brewers and soft-drink manufacturers also took advantage of the new opportunities.27 
Boan Bros actively supported local businesses and became a major distributor for their 
manufactured goods.

23  Quoted in Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 213; from Calvert, My Fourth Tour in Western Australia.

24  A.M. Baars, ‘The nature and distribution of retailing activity in the Perth Central Ward between 1888 
and 1904’, Australia 1888, no.12, Nov. 1983, p. 3. This section draws on material contained in this article.

25  R. Lourens, ‘1829-1901’, in P. Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, 
Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1979, pp. 7-9.

26  Baars, p. 3, citing J.S. Battye (Ed.), The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 662.

27  Baars, p. 3.
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The economic depression in Victoria and New South Wales attracted only one inter-
colony retail competitor to Perth who wanted a market for its surplus stock. Foy and 
Gibson established a branch in Perth in 1895. It already had stores in Collingwood and 
Fitzroy, in Melbourne, and in Adelaide and Brisbane. The firm was to become one of 
Boans’ most vigorous competitors.28

The core of Perth’s central business district was then (and is today) defined by William 
Street, its western boundary, St George’s Terrace to the south, Barrack Street to the 
east and Wellington Street to the north. Murray Street and Hay Street, running east-
west, complete the grid. Wellington Street had a high status name, after the Duke of 
Wellington, but it did not live up to its name since it was regarded as little more than a 
sandy track and a string of duck ponds, and certainly not the place to establish a business. 
According to Lourens, ‘Harry Boan from Broken Hill confounded the Perth shopping 
pundits by defying Hay Street tradition and building, instead, a store in sandy Wellington 
Street beside a duck pond.’ 29 

The least prominent in name was St George’s Terrace, known in the 1890s as the Rialto, 
where commerce was dominated by the banks, the insurance companies and the stock 
exchange, as well as by professionals like architect Archer W. Hoskings whose address 
was Commercial Bank Buildings, St George’s Terrace.30

As he strolled along central Hay Street, as Harry would have done to get a feel for the 
place, he would have seen that the largest number and greatest variety of retailers were 
concentrated along the north side, in the verandah shadow of a blazing summer sun. 
He would have noted that most were single-purpose shops that sold food or clothing: 
butchers (such as Holmes Bros), bakers, grocers and confectioners (such as Albany Bell, 
who developed a chain of them); drapers and linen-makers such as Freedman’s or tailors 
and dressmakers such as Wilson & Co. And the number of boot-makers he could have 
counted — far more than dressmakers — reflected perhaps the male proportion of the 
population since boots were the universal footwear. There were a number of chemists 
also, and at least two hairdressers.31 These were to be significant services — pharmacy and 

28  See: Foy and Gibson in Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 695. See also: S.W. Davies, 
Foy’s Saga: An account of the Genesis and Progress of the House of Foy & Gibson (WA), written and compiled 
in commemoration of their Jubilee, October 1895 to October 1945, Perth, WA: Foy & Gibson WA 
Ltd, c.1946.

29 Lourens, ‘1829-1901’, p. 37. Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 696, records of the site 
Harry ‘found in Wellington Street, at the time only a sand track, its only ornamentation being a large 
duck pond on its southern side. He secured the duck pond in, with the greater portion of his present 
frontage … .’ Harry Boan’s grandson, Rupert Boan, told me in a Personal communication that the 
contract included title to any swans found on the pond! This is no doubt a furphy but is indicative of 
Harry Boan’s sense of humour.

30 The advertisement for the Boan Bros building  in the Tenders column of the West Australian for 5 
July 1895 is given over the name and address of Archer W. Hoskings, A.R.I.B.A., Commercial Bank 
Buildings, St George’s Terrace. The Western Australian Post Office Directories [H. Wise & Co.] 1897, 
p. 349, lists ‘Hoskings, Archer’ as at 293 St George’s Terrace, Perth. He also had an office in both 
Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie.

31 For information on Albany Bell, see The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, pp. 740-742. Boot-makers 
in the CBD out-numbered dressmakers and tailors eight to five in the early 1890s, a trend reversed by 
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hairdressing — that Boans provided in the future.

Of the thirteen merchants and importers profiled in historian and public librarian J.S. 
Battye’s The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, located in the central business district, seven of 
them were in Hay Street, three of them were in Murray Street, two in St George’s Terrace 
and one in Wellington Street.32 Several had large premises offering a more comprehensive 
range of merchandise. The Shenton’s Store, for example, located opposite Wesley Church 
at the corner of William and Hay Streets since 1838, was growing into one of Perth’s 
most innovative emporiums—the Economic Stores.33 Among other innovations it was 
the first to use life-size models in its window displays. Sandovers had an Exhibition Shed 
on the south side of Hay Street filled with hardware and large machinery. Further along 
Hay Street towards Barrack Street, and on the same side as Sandovers, was the drapery 
and grocery store of Padbury & Loton, a branch of their Colonial Stores established in 
Guildford in the 1870s, and then renamed the United Stores.34

W.G. Hearman owned one of the largest drapery stores in Hay Street. Harry would have 
noted that the new premises, then under construction, were designed by the architect 
J. Talbot Hobbs; he became a Boans architect in 1905.35 Bon Marché Stores, on the 
north side of Hay Street, east of Barrack Street, was the oldest drapery store in Western 
Australia.36 Harry would have seen the original building; it was replaced early in the 
20th century by impressive, two-storey premises. He would have noted in 1895 that Bon 
Marché aspired to be Perth’s leading fashion house, an aspiration not a part of Harry’s 
retail philosophy. His was to be a ‘people’s store’.

In 1895 Bickford’s Furnishings sold carpets and floor coverings, tapestries and hangings, 
as well as household furniture, crockery and glassware. Their operation was taken over by 
Charles Moore in 1901. Moore’s had expanded by acquisition in response to the growing 
demand for its goods and services. This kind of merchandise was to become a significant 
section of the Boans operation. And Charles Moore himself became a principal with 
Harry Boan in the move to establish the Children’s Hospital in November 1897.

1900. A number of them may have been ex-convicts conducting a trade they had learned in gaol. See 
A.M. Baars, p. 7. There were four chemists in Hay Street in 1888, 15 by 1904. The Pharmaceutical 
Society was established in 1892. H.C. Armstrong opened W.A. Apothecaries in central Hay Street in 
1894. It was rebuilt after a fire gutted the premises in 1899. The Bingemann family then acquired the 
business. Grandson Geoffrey Bingemann trained as a pharmacist. He joined Boans Ltd in May 1961, 
following his marriage to Susan Boan, Harry Boan’s grand-daughter. The number of females per 100 
males was 68 in 1890, declining to 41 (1896) then climbing to 64 in 1901. Source: R.T. Appleyard, 
‘Western Australia: economic and demographic growth’, Stannage, A New History of Western Australia, 
p. 220.

32  Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Commerce and Industry, Vol. 1, pp. 661-714.

33  See: Economic Stores, in Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, pp. 698-700.

34  See: The Colonial Stores, in Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, pp. 688-690.

35  West Australian, 19 Sept. 1895, pp. 4-5.

36  ‘Hay Street’ east of Barrack Street was then named ‘Howick Street’. For convenience I have kept its 
modern name. ‘Murray Street’ east of Barrack Street was known at the time as ‘Goderich Street’; it is 
‘Murray Street’ today. The Western Australian Bon Marché had a name-only connection with its more 
famous Parisian namesake. See: Bon Marché, in Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, pp. 
700-701.
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Silbert and Sharp established the first of several grocery shops in central Hay Street in 
1895. According to Baars, they found the local supply of fruit and vegetables irregular and 
inefficient and so were the first to import fruit from the eastern colonies to meet the local 
demand. Their fruit luncheons were unique.37

Retailing at this time was essentially a male occupation but there were some interesting 
associations. The small Chinese population was conspicuously associated with laundries 
and furniture manufacturing. The five fishing businesses were owned by families with 
Southern European names: Angelo, Kalisparis, Devali and Phalangoss. More than thirty 
women occupied business premises within five years of Harry Boan’s arrival. Twelve were 
confectioners, five were restaurateurs or tea-room proprietors, and five were involved in 
dress-making or millinery. These activities were one of the few areas of employment that 
allowed women to run their own businesses.38 It was retail activity that enabled Boans to 
employ generations of sales-women in the years to come.

In the five years before Harry arrived, retailing in Barrack Street was confined to the 
east side of the block between Murray and Wellington Streets. Here, retailers offered 
household essentials to the growing number of householders moving into the area on 
both sides of the railway line. Almost the length of Barrack Street was vacant land, on 
both sides, from the Terrace to Wellington Street. Within a decade there was hardly a 
block of land left for retail or commercial development. But there was vacant land in 
Wellington Street in mid-1895 at affordable prices.39 

5.0 The Wellington Street Site:

As a strip of commercial real estate, the northern boundary of the Central Business District 
was beyond the pale. In 1928 Harry recalled his first impression of what he saw in 1895:

I saw the site where our business stands today, and, strange to say, fell in love 
with it, although at the time it was little more than a swamp in the winter 
time. A friend of mine laughed and said, “You’re mad to buy that: there’s no 
business there.” “Well, I’ll soon bring it,” I retorted. 40

37 Baars, p. 13.

38 Baars, p. 16.

39 There is a good photo of Perth, north of Hay Street in the 1880s, in C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth, 
p. 175. Appendix 3.2 shows a land use analysis for the city’s central business district, 1904 and 1911.

40 Daily News, 5 May 1928, p.6. ‘Harry Boan continued: “Before the [land] sale was effected I went 
to Southern Cross, and was the first man to drive a dog-cart from Southern Cross to Coolgardie.”’ 
Southern Cross was a goldfields town about 370 km east of Perth. Coolgardie is about 190 km (or 
about 120 miles) further east. A dog-cart is a light horse-drawn vehicle. Harry never lost his sense of 
adventure. Harry was not the first to pioneer a location in an unpromising part of town. According to R. 
Longstreth in City Center to Regional Mall: architecture, the automobile and retailing in Los Angeles, 1920-
1950, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1997, p. 27, A. Hamburger & Son built its future department 
store on the western edge of the Los Angeles business district in 1887; Potter Palmer built in seedy State 
Street in Chicago (after starting in the fashionable Lake Street) with Marshall Field to be the future 
beneficiary; R.H. Macy had a humble start in New York. R.W. Twyman in History of Marshall Field 
& Co. 1852-1906, Philadelphia, Penn.: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1954, pp. 2, 21-22, describes 
Potter Palmer’s arrival in boom town Chicago in 1852 when Lake Street was the ‘recognized retail center 
despite its soggy planked road, up-and-down sidewalks on teetering stilts, and homely store fronts, and, 
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Sentimental reminiscing aside, Harry recognised the strategic importance of being across 
the road from Perth’s new Central Railway Station, opened the year before. It was the 
main arrival and departure point for city workers, shoppers, visitors and freight, to and 
from suburb and country—but not from across the Nullarbor: a rail linkage between 
Kalgoorlie and the eastern colonies did not materialise until 1917. 

Strips of land ran the length of a city block, north-south, and were cut in half by a central, 
service laneway. Each piece of land was equivalent to a quarter-acre block. William 
Byers Wood owned three of these blocks in Wellington Street, and a portion of a fourth 
block. He sold them to Harry Boan at £42 a foot.41 In the Tenders column of the West 
Australian on Friday, 5 July 1895, Archer W. Hoskings announced that: ‘Tenders will 
be received until Friday July 12th, for business premises, Willington-street (sic), for 
Messrs Boan Brothers. Plans, specifications, and conditions of contract may be seen from 
today.42 Archer Hoskings, an Associate of the Royal Institute of British Architects, was a 
significant architect in Perth. Concurrent, but not associated with the Boan Bros tender, 
he also called tenders for another project—for a ‘Bazaar and Shops, Wellington-street’, 
with tenders to close on Monday, 15 July. The Boans advertisement appeared daily (with 
the ‘Willington-street’ spelling) until the Thursday before tenders closed—giving one 
week only from the first announcement.

Architects did not allow much time for tendering, given that there was at that time a 
chronic shortage of both labour and materials. And was it possible that Wellington Street 
was becoming important as commercial real estate? Perhaps Harry Boan thought about 
this over a cup of coffee at the Rechabite Coffee Palace, opened in Wellington Street 
in 1892 and destined to become one of the best-known rendezvous in Perth until its 
incorporation in the Boans emporium in December 1933.

6.0 Strategic Advertising:

Harry had recognised the strategic importance of being close to the railway station. It 

with his five thousand dollars in capital, opened a retail dry goods store.’ Palmer was convinced Lake 
Street had seen its best days and quietly bought up property in State Street, at that time ‘little better than 
a narrow lane running between rows of shabby wooden boarding houses, saloons and dreary little shops’, 
and made it ‘one of the most convenient areas in Chicago to reach.’ R.M. Hower in History of Macy’s of 
New York 1858-1919, Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard University Press, 3rd Printing, 1943/1967, pp. 42-43, 
describes Macy’s location more precisely: ‘The new enterprise began humbly [on 28 Oct. 1858] on the 
street floor of an unpretentious, four-story, brick building on the east side of Sixth Avenue, one door 
below 14th Street, at Nos. 204 and 206, with a corner drugstore on one side and a stove dealer on the 
other. I use the word “humbly” because Macy’s store was small and crude in comparison with many of 
the large, well-furnished, and well-stocked establishments of the city. It was only 20 feet wide and 60 
feet long.’ Longstreth recognised the power of a big store to generate business (City Center to Regional 
Mall at p. 34) but only if it ‘lay on a major approach route to the [CBD] and this functioned somewhat 
as a gateway.’ This was the case for Hamburger in Los Angeles and Potter Palmer in Chicago—and 
Harry Boan in Perth with the Central Railway Station across the road in Wellington Street.

41 Register Book V.XLVI, Folio 391, Transfer No. 04542/96. ‘To Harry Boan of Perth, Merchant. 
Registered 15 Nov. 1896 @ 12.45 p.m.’ A 50-foot frontage would have cost £2,100 in 1896. Harry Boan 
bought the one-storey Rechabite Coffee Palace, one block east in Wellington Street, in Dec. 1933, with 
a 50-foot frontage, and paid more than £37,000 (Daily News, 27 Dec. 1933). 

42  West Australian, 5 July 1895, p. 8.
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became an advertising signature—Boan Brothers, Opposite the Railway Station. He also 
knew the power of appealing and persuasive advertising. He would have looked carefully 
at the print media in Perth — the morning West Australian, the afternoon Daily News, and 
the once-a-week Western Mail and Sunday Times — to see what his potential competitors 
were doing. Merchants advertised in the Business columns of the West Australian and 
typical examples can be found for Tuesday, 1 October 1895.43 The Bon Marché advertised 
a special show of Spring Novelties with a window display of the latest European fashions. 
George H. Snowball and Co. had a Clearance Sale of Drapery and Clothing and drew 
attention to discounts, prices and appealing bargains. Holmes Bros announced that they 
were the ‘Premier Butchers of Hay Street, Perth and High Street, Fremantle’. 44 The 
advertisements were confident and authoritative, relying mostly on text since there were 
almost no illustrations in advertising at this time. Most of these advertisements were 
attractively set out, with plenty of white space within the borders. 

The Boan Brothers first advertisement was low-key, almost an anti-climax. The Daily 
News announced on 17 October 1895 that ‘One thousand Empty Cartons are For Sale at 
Any Price at Boan Brothers, Wellington Street, Perth’.45 So the merchandise at least had 
arrived and had been unpacked. In the same issue of the afternoon paper, a tombstone 
column announced BOAN BROTHERS ARE COMING.46 The same advertisement 
appeared in the Special Advertisements column of the West Australian two days later, 
Saturday, 19 October, on the left of the editorial – a strategic position that Boan Bros 
maintained for many years — but with a significant difference: the word ‘Coming’ had three 
exclamation marks — BOAN BROTHERS ARE COMING!!! The West Australian was 
a more conservative paper than its racier stable-mate, the Daily News, but in this instance, 
it would appear that Boans wanted to be even more emphatic. Both advertisements were 
eye-catching, simple but dramatic, the second more so because of the amount of white 
space surrounding the message. No reader of either the Daily News or the West Australian, 
however, could fail to notice three weeks before they opened that Boan Bros was a new 
brand on the block, and one that intended to be seen and heard.

The following Wednesday, the 23rd, a Boan Bros’ advertisement claimed:  ‘They are the 
Talk of Australia!’. It asked three intriguing questions: ‘Who are they?’, ‘What are they?’ 
and ‘Where do they come from?’.47 This kind of advertising was new to Perth. Then 
came that for which Perth had been waiting—the announcement in the West Australian 
on Wednesday, 6 November 1895 that Boan Bros will, next Saturday morning, ‘open 
the large premises they have erected in Wellington-street, opposite the Central Railway 
Station’. A connection was made with Broken Hill:

43 The usual size was 5 cm wide and 7 cm deep. The text was usually set in a serif typeface, with a mixture 
of point sizes, and a generous mix of upper and lower case lettering. Illustrations were rare.

44 West Australian, 1 Oct. 1895, p. 7.

45 Daily News, 17 Oct. 1895.

46 The tombstone was 6 cm wide (about the width of three fingers) and 27 cm deep. The four words of the 
text were on separate lines.

47  West Australian, 23 Oct. 1895, p. 4.
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To those who have such recollections of the firm’s operations at Broken Hill 
the novelty of the occasion may not be so great, but to the inexperienced in 
the firm’s modus operandi it will probably prove of considerable interest.48

It was noted, in beginning an enterprise here, that Boan Bros did not relinquish its Broken 
Hill emporium: ‘It is simply in the hope of obtaining similar popularity and success that 
they are extending their operation.’ 49 The advertisement then went on to explain the 
firm’s advantages as a result of carrying large quantities of stock, and the rapid turnover 
of stock in a cash business, which enabled them to sell goods ‘much cheaper’ than their 
competitors. It was a practice that changed little over the years:

Their system of business is buying and selling for cash, marking all goods in 
plain figures, selling at the smallest possible profit, giving the best attention to 
customers, and selling only reliable goods. 50

7.0 Great Inspection Night:

The Great Inspection Night of the newly erected emporium on the eve of opening was 
a huge success. Stock was arranged and displayed, piled and packed everywhere, with all 
prices marked in large, plain figures, while outside there was a promenade concert and 
horse-drawn cabs to Drive You Home. Neither management nor public was disappointed. 
The following morning’s West Australian reported that the work of the many staff the 
previous night ‘was a complete demonstration of the resources of the firm, who have reason 
to be well-satisfied with the interest centred in their endeavours.’ 51 Sound judgement, 
the paper said, was shown in the arrangement of the roomy departments and this made 
inspection easy despite the press of visitors. The staff of assistants ‘exercised a courtesy 
which enhanced the pleasure of the occasion’. This ‘courtesy’ became a Boans hallmark 
and gave rise to the slogan ‘Boans For Service’. 

The spacious back entrances from the rear laneway were kept open for safety reasons. 
Gas jets supplied abundant light, and a band played ‘a pleasing program of music’. Then 
followed the reporter’s observation: ‘The anxiety of many people to obtain possession 
of the goods being shown had to be controlled until this morning, when the firm will 
commence business.’

8.0 The First Day’s Trading:

Saturday was still part of the working week in the colony but the Saturday that Boan Bros 
first opened its doors was celebrated as a public holiday in recognition of the Prince of 
Wales’ birthday. Many of ‘the shopkeepers of Perth’ kept open, deciding, so the morning 
paper said, that it was more convenient for them to close on the following Monday. The 
weather was favourable for out-door sports — a yachting regatta, cycling races and a 

48  West Australian, 6 Nov. 1895, p. 6.

49  West Australian, 6 Nov. 1895, p. 6.

50  West Australian, 9 Nov. 1895. The text reads almost as a précis of Aristide Boucicaut’s practice.

51  West Australian, 6 Nov. 1895, p. 6, and the source of subsequent quotes.



94

Tattersall’s race meeting — each of which ‘passed off successfully’.52

At that time, the Daily News published four editions a day. This enabled Boan Bros to 
make an early and Special Announcement on Saturday afternoon, two columns wide on 
Page One: ‘Owing to the Great Rush of Customers at our opening this morning’, Boans 
was compelled to ‘Close at Once’, and not re-open until Tuesday morning at 9.30 a.m. 
Not reported at the time but recorded seventeen years later was historian J.S. Battye’s 
description that, ‘So great was the crush and excitement that doors were broken, windows 
smashed, and damage done to the value of £140: the staff was paralysed with the onrush 
of the people, and the warehouse had to be closed until the following Tuesday.’ 53

For the rest of November 1895 Boan Bros continued to tell readers of the Daily News and 
the West Australian that Boan Brothers was Still Thronged, asking rhetorically ‘How can 
they sell at such prices?’. Significant was the appeal to country customers: ‘Each morning 
mail brings scores of Orders containing large sums of money; they are promptly attended 
to and sent away with every despatch, and the goods received with PLEASURE AND 
SATISFACTION.’ 54 Boans mail order department became one of the most important 
and best-remembered departments, especially by country people.55

The Daily News advertisement also announced that one hundred Assistants were wanted, 
in all departments. One hundred assistants does seem a large addition to the payroll 
especially as three weeks later another employment announcement called for ‘50 Bodice 
and Skirt Hands Wanted Immediately’ to be paid the ‘Highest Wages given in the colony’.56 
According to Reekie, efficient millinery and dressmaking departments were essential 
for the success and reputation of high-class drapery businesses—but not necessarily 
department store enterprises like Boan Bros. These observations applied to Bon Marché, 
for example. Boans offered dressmaking and millinery services in the early years but 
concentrated on men’s tailoring.57 According to Betty Loffman who gained a technical 

52  West Australian, 11 Nov. 1895, p. 4.

53  Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 696. This was a repetition of the Broken Hill 
experience in 1890.

54  West Australian, 22 Nov. 1895, p. 4.

55  According to E. Benness, Boans produced a bi-annual catalogue that was well-illustrated, with colour, 
that was sent throughout the State including the North West and the Kimberleys. It created quite a 
demand by mail, he said. Harry realised that a lot of people in the country couldn’t come to the city to 
do their shopping. E.C. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 2B, p. 25.

56  West Australian, 28 Nov. 1895. In 1895 women wore long dresses on special occasions and these were 
usually made-to-measure. The bodice was made separate to the skirt and each was a specialist craft. 
Dressmaking, millinery and altering services were an important area of employment for women but in 
all probability they worked from home — it was less disruptive to family life — or set up small suburban 
businesses either individually or in sisterly partnerships. In Perth in 1905, according to Wise’s Western 
Australian Directory for 1905, there were three such partnerships among the 46 self-employed Perth 
dressmakers; by 1915 there were four such partnerships and 62 self-employed Perth dressmakers listed 
in the Wise’s Directory.

57  In the Special Advertisements for ‘Boan Brothers’ Great Inspection Night’ that appeared in the West 
Australian on Friday 8 Nov. 1895, adjacent to the editorial, readers were invited to ‘Just look over our 
Dress Making and Millinery Departments and see Our Accommodation for Doing Everything Well. 
These departments will be under the Management of the Most Capable Ladies in Australia.’ Dresses 
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college qualification in tailoring and joined the Boans Men’s Tailoring Department in 
1943 (at the age of 15), the women of Perth chose the pattern, bought the fabric and the 
haberdashery that went with dressmaking and either made the clothes themselves or had 
them made to measure.58  This is not surprising given the number of dressmakers and 
milliners in the CBD, as shown in Table 3.1, a summary of the distribution of dressmakers 
and milliners in Western Australia between 1895 and 1915.59 Dressmakers, milliners and 
tailors were key personnel who enjoined high status and good wages.60 

In fashion, fabric and style, the regular items in the local press reporting overseas trends, 
particularly those current in Europe, Paris especially, influenced customer, dressmaker and 
milliner. The Ladies’ Page in the Sunday Times, 14 March 1909, for example, had three 
items in its Sidelights on Society. Paris was ‘still making great use of navy-blue serge’; the 
coming Autumn ‘is going to be a genuinely tailor-made season’, and ‘a big feature’ of the 
new trimmings was ‘the well-colored braids dyed to match all the important ranges of 

were the only ready-made garments itemised for women.

58  B. Loffman, Personal communication, 25 Feb. 2012. It was not until 1946-1957, she said, that Boans 
began to sell imported clothes off the rack. The company did, however, make uniforms for companies 
and Masonic Lodge Regalia. Bon Marché offered dressmaking services in 1895, according to Wise’s 
Western Australian Directory, 1895. There would appear to have been exceptions in the first couple of 
years of Boan Bros. Mrs C.C. Richards, in ‘Memories of a Goldfields mother’, told the following story 
to H.W. Baker: ‘In March 1897 ... Perth was not very imposing at that time, but, wanting to look right 
in the city, I went along to Boan Bros., a line of iron shops, and made inquiries about buying material 
and having it made up. I chose a pretty brown serge and the dressmaker took my measurements. I called 
at 3 o’clock that afternoon for a fitting, and at 10 o’clock the next morning the dress was delivered to 
me. I put it on and it fitted beautifully. Then I went along the street and was fitted with a shiny brown 
sailor hat and brown button-up boots, and was quite the city lady.’ Her husband was then managing the 
underground works of the Boulder Perseverance Mine. C. Cammilleri read ‘Memories of a Goldfields 
mother’ to the W.A. Historical Society on 30 April 1948 and it was reproduced in the Society’s Early 
Days, Dec. 1948.

59   W. Gamber wrote a pioneering study on the two female-dominated crafts of millinery and dressmaking 
in The Female Economy: the millinery and dressmaking trades, 1860-1930, Urbana, Ill.: University of 
Illinois Press, 1997. She charted the transition in the United States from an era in which women were 
the dominant entrepreneurs and designers to one dominated by the men who owned or managed 
department stores and garment factories. Susan Ingalls Lewis, in reviewing the book, identified the 
period as one of transition from custom work to mass production, in Technology and Culture, vol. 40, no. 
1, Jan., 1999, pp. 175-176. The Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) Radio National Hindsight 
program, ‘A stitch in time: dressmaking in Australia’, was broadcast in June 2012 (downloaded 25 June 
2012). It traced the history of dressmaking in Australia from colonial times to the present day. The 
program examines dressmaking as a practical necessity (in the home), a cultural practice, an aspect of 
education for those who taught the skills in technical college and for those who attended them, and also 
as a career choice for those who aspired to be self-employed dressmakers.

60  Reekie, G., Temptation: sex, selling and the department store, pp. 11-12. Reekie also writes that ‘If the 
dressmaking room was the boudoir of the drapery store, its public spaces and selling departments were 
the drawing room or front parlour.’ Reekie acknowledges Karen Halttunen who showed that the late 
19th century parlour — today’s living room — was the most important room in the house because it was 
the ‘general identity room’, according to modern interior decoration manuals. See K. Halttunen, ‘From 
parlour to living room: domestic space, interior decoration and the culture of personality’, in S.J. Bronner 
(Ed.), Consuming Visions: accumulation and display of goods in America, 1880-1920, NY: W.W. Norton 
& Company for the Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, Winterthur, Delaware, 1989. Many 
department stores used polished wood, quality furnishings, decorative ceilings, subdued lighting and 
strategically placed glass cabinets to showcase garments, mantles, hats and accessories.
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cloth’.61 Significant social events reported in the media noted in detail what women wore 
at Government House garden parties, the theatre, the races, weddings and special events 
such as the Mayor’s Ball.62 The Boans were mentioned very frequently in these pages 

61  Sunday Times, 14 March 1909, p. 6. ‘Colored’ was spelt this way at that time. The third example 
continued with, ‘Chenille embroidery, too, is very fashionable. Crossway folds of silk and satin are also 
much used. Buttons figure largely on all the new season’s costumes, from the tiny seed button to the very 
large size, and the lucky possessors of old paste buttons have endless opportunities of utilising them at 
the present time.’

62  Some early examples may be found in the following events attended by Harry and Sophie Boan: ‘Sigma’ 
in the West Australian, 21 Oct. 1899, p. 3, reported on the Mayor’s Ball held in the Perth Town Hall: 
Mrs C.Y. O’Connor wore black brocade, with fine black laces and gold embroidery on the bodice. Miss 
[Sylvia] Forrest [niece of Premier Sir John Forrest] wore white silk, with the bodice covered with voile, 
and trimmed with chiffon. ‘Sigma’ also wrote for the Western Mail, on 4 Aug. 1900, p. 48, and reported 
on ‘some of the dresses worn’ at a bread and butter dance in the Mechanics’ Institute: Mrs H. Boan, 
black brocade, lace, and jet. Mrs C. Dent, pink satin, with black velvet, brilliant buckles, and white lace. 

Table 3.1

Geographical Distribution of Dressmakers & Milliners Western Australia

1895, 1900, 1905, 1910, 1915

Including Female Population and Ratio of Females per 100 Males

Year
Female popu-
lation & ratio 
of Females per 
100 Males

1895
30,782

44 Females 
per 100 Males

1900
69,879

63 Females
per 100 Males

1905
103,640

71 Females
per 100 Males

1910
118,861

75 Females
per 100 Males

1915
145,773

85 Females
per 100 Males

Location Dress- 
makers

Millin-
ers

Dress- 
makers

Millin-
ers

Dress- 
makers

Millin-
ers

Dress- 
makers

Millin-
ers

Dress- 
makers

Millin-
ers

Perth 6 3 28 3 46 4 58 8 62 10

Fremantle 8 3 13 1 22 4 11 1 13 1

Suburbs 1 - 17 - 27 - 46 2 91 5

Southern 9 2 22 2 21 1 25 10 21 8

Central 3 1 1 1 8 - 5 1 10 1

Northern 6 - 4 - 5 1 5 1 5 -

Goldfields 2 - 20 1 45 4 46 1 31 1

Total 35 9 105 8 174 14 196 24 233 26

Dressmakers
Per 100
Females

9 7 6 6 6

Source: Wise’s Western Australian Directory, 1895-1915.

Note: 

with three in 1910.

-
maker registered in Wise’s Directory.

growth 1850-1914’ in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of Western Australia, Appendix 6.1, Western Australian 
demographic trends 1850-1915, pp. 233-234.
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suggesting that Harry and his wife Sophie intended to make their presence felt in Perth 
society. 

Harry Boan had captured the public imagination with his cumulative advertising and 
stage-managed opening. It established Boan Bros as an enterprise that had come to stay. 
Within a year, according to Battye, ‘workmen were again summoned to make extensive 
additions to the warehouse’.63 Only his bankers knew that the day Boans opened Harry 
was in debt for £62,000. ‘The trials and tribulations of my younger life were infinitesimal 
compared with the worry of wiping off that debt,’ he said years later.64

9.0 The New Century:

Between 1895 and the end of the First World War, Harry Boan built an enviable reputation 
not only as one of Western Australia’s most innovative and visionary retailers but also as 
one of its most generous corporate citizens. The physical manifestations of his vision 
were a change of name and business structure—from Boan Bros to Boans Ltd—and the 
‘majestic proportions’ of the Renaissance-style façade that by 1918 had reached a height 
of more than eighteen metres above the pavement along Wellington Street. It gave a 
stately grandeur to the two-and-a-half hectare emporium that, for ninety years, was the 
first city sight suburban and interstate arrivals, and hundreds of commuters heading for 
the CBD, saw as they left the Central Railway Station.65 The unknown author of the 
Current Affairs Bulletin, ‘Architecture in the community’, wrote: ‘At every phase of history 
architecture is a measure of material progress, human enterprise and aspiration.’ 66 The 
Boans department store became part of the index of the State’s progress, along with other 
public, commercial, educational and residential buildings sponsored by the gold boom.67

Harry was a ‘t’othersider’ who took a national view as will be seen in comments he made 
at the time he stood for Parliament, and his support for conscription. He always saw 
the big picture and did not hesitate to take commercial advantage of great national and 

Miss D. Price (debutante) looked pretty in white satin, with crystal embroidery and white lace. The 
costume of almost every woman who attended the dance appears to have been mentioned.

63  Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 696.

64  Daily News, 5 May 1928, p. 6.

65  The area was equivalent to 25,000 square metres or 7.17 acres. The actual block was 3,000 square metres.

66   ‘Architecture in the community’, Current Affairs Bulletin, vol. 14 H2, 3 May 1954, p. 19.

67   Architectural historian Ian Molyneux provides a helpful pictorial guide in Looking Around Perth: a guide 
to the architecture of Perth and surrounding towns, Perth, WA: Royal Australian Institute of Architects 
(WA Chapter), 1981, Introduction and Ch. 3, ‘The gold boom and later 1890-1918’. Some examples are: 
Central Fire Station (c.1900), Main Building, Clontarf Boys’ Town (c.1900), Art Gallery of WA (1901), 
Claremont Teachers College (1902), Mundaring Weir (1902), Supreme Court (1902-3), His Majesty’s 
Theatre (1903-4), Parliament House (1903-1960), State Library (1903-1914), Horseshoe Bridge 
(1903), Central Police Courts (1905), Perpetual Trustees Building (1905), Boans Ltd  Department 
Store (1905, 1911, 1934-35), Perth Mosque (1905-1906). Architectural historian M.U. Beasley, in his 
essay ‘With a glint of gold: Western Australia’ writes: ‘For an understanding of the architecture of 
Western Australia between 1890 and 1915, it is important to see that its history and conditions were 
unlike those of the rest of Australia.’ He argues and illustrates his case in T. Howells and M. Nicholson, 
Towards the Dawn: Federation architecture in Australia 1890-1915, Sydney, NSW: Hale & Iremonger, 
1989, Ch. 8. The quotation is on p. 137.
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imperial occasions, the forthcoming celebrations of Federation and Coronation of King 
Edward VII, for example.68 Like most of his contemporaries he still regarded himself as 
a British subject.

In January 1901, to celebrate Federation, the Government decorated public buildings; the 
City Council through its decorations committee ornamented the streets and the more 
central parts of the city, while many private organisations and businesses mounted their 
own displays. As the West Australian described it: 

Triumphal arches [were] erected on many street corners, and the streets, the 
houses and the business premises were decorated with bunting and appropriate 
words of welcome. Although worded simply, the messages sprang from the 
deepest convictions of a loyal people.69

What those messages were, readers were left to guess although many, of course, would 
have seen the displays for themselves and would have noticed visual variations on the 
Federal motto erected over the entrance arch to the Esplanade: ‘One nation, one flag, one 
people, one destiny’.70  According to the Western Mail, many participants were motivated 
by patriotism and perhaps the ‘coveted distinction’ of winning an award. Boan Bros 
displayed ‘flags in great profusion’ as did other businesses in the city. 71 

Boan Bros also caught the spirit of Federation in its advertising in January 1901:

Customers were told that ‘New Year’s Plums are the Talk of the City’. They were instructed 
to ‘Look at the Windows’ and invited to ‘Walk Inside and Take Away the Choicest’.72

68   As the inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth approached, Alfred Deakin expressed the view 
that federation ‘had been secured only through a series of miracles’. G. Bolton in ‘The greatest miracle 
of all: Western Australia joins the Federation’, argues that the greatest miracle was the ‘belated but 
emphatic’ decision by voters to return a ‘Yes’ vote at the referendum on the Australian Commonwealth 
Bill on 31 July 1900. Of the 64, 491 votes cast, there were 44,800 ‘Yes’ votes (i.e. 69%) and 19,691 ‘No’ 
votes (i.e. 31%). Harry Boan would have been one of the ‘Yes’ voters. Bolton’s article was published in 
Early Days, The Journal of the Western Australian Historical Society, vol. XI, Part 6, 2000.

69  West Australian, 12 Jan. 1901.

70  Western Mail, 5 Jan. 1901, contains a detailed description of the decorations and ornamentations displayed 
around the city. Foy and Gibson, for example, displayed a Royal Standard and festoons of other flags; E. 
and C. Shenton displayed flags, bannerettes and streamers; Bon Marché, a Royal Standard and Union 
Jack, streamers and national colours.  The Royal Arcade, to become a concentration of dressmaking 
businesses, erected a banner ‘Advance, United Australia’.  The General Post Office, then located in St 
Georges Terrace, included in its display a scroll that read ‘Join we together for the people’s good’. 

71  Western Mail, 5 Jan. 1901 is the source of ‘coveted distinction’ and ‘flags in great profusion’. 

72  West Australian, 10 Jan. 1901. There does not seem to be any consistency in the use of the possessive 
apostrophe in signage or in advertising.

BOAN BROTHERS’

SUGGEST YOU STOP AND APPRECIATE THE COMMONWEALTH PLUMS IN THEIR WINDOWS

BOAN BROTHERS’  OPPOSITE RAILWAY STATION
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July 1901 was another opportunity for civic, commercial and popular displays of imperial 
patriotism and veneration for the British monarchy. The occasion was the four-day visit of 
the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, the future George V and Queen Mary, as 
they returned home after the Duke had officially opened the first Australian Parliament 
on 9 May 1901.73 Twentieth Century Impressions of W.A. was a specially prepared book 
of the history of Western Australia presented to the royal couple ‘chiefly in the hope 
that it may be of interest and use to the people at Home to understand the capabilities 
and possibilities of this vast State.’ 74 At a civic reception in the Perth Town Hall, the 
Mayor, S.H. Parker KC, spoke for most when he said to the Duke and Duchess that he 
hoped their visit would ‘strengthen the silken ties which unite us in the bonds of love and 
sympathy with our kin of the motherland. We are proud to be numbered among the most 
loyal and devoted of His Majesty’s subjects.’ 75 Commemorative Arches were erected at 
every major intersection within the city limits, none more spectacular than The Duke’s 
Arch opposite the entrance to Government House where the royal couple were staying.76 
The West Australian, and the thousands who viewed the arch, agreed that ‘both in design 
and execution, [it] was an unqualified success.’ 77 There is no documentary or pictorial 
evidence of what Boans did on this occasion but it can be assumed they put out more 
flags.78

73   The first Governor General, Lord Hopetoun, in his address to parliament the following day, mentioned 
the possibility of a transcontinental railway to Western Australia as well as an early establishment of 
uniform postal and telegraphic rates—matters of importance to the commercial life of the State. The 
colonial mail system was merged into the Post Master General’s Department in 1901. The Trans-
Australian Railway was opened on 18 Oct.1917. The Duke’s opening speech, and an account of Lord 
Hopetoun’s address, are in the Kalgoorlie Western Argus, 14 May 1901.

74  Twentieth Century Impressions of Western Australia, Perth, WA: P.W.H. Thiel & Co., 1901/2000 
Hesperian Press, ‘Presentation to T.R.H. the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York.’ The book 
was actually presented after the visit as it also recorded details of their visit, pp.  55-59. The Duke and 
Duchess were due to arrive in Fremantle aboard the Royal Yacht Ophir on Saturday 20 July 1901 but ‘the 
stress of the weather’ caused them to disembark in Albany and travel to Perth by train arriving midnight 
on Sunday 21 July. This change of travel plan was a great disappointment to the Fremantle Council who 
had decorated the South Quay and the thousands of people who had turned up to greet the visitors 
with a royal welcome. On departure (Thursday 24 July) when 20,000 people waved them goodbye, the 
Duke renamed the quay Victoria Quay in recognition of his recently deceased grand-mother, Queen 
Victoria. During the four days in Perth, the Duke had renamed the principal carriage way in Kings 
Park, Victoria Drive, and Brooking Street he renamed Kings Park Road; laid the foundation stone of 
the Fallen Soldiers’ Memorial to commemorate West Australians who had lost their lives during the 
Boer War in South Africa, and laid the foundation stone of the new east wing of the State’s Museum. 
In addition to details contained in the presentation book, I have also drawn on F.K. Crowley, Australia’s 
Western Third, London: Macmillan & Co., 1960, p. 154, and C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 291. 
The ‘stress of the weather’ quotation is from Western Mail, 27 July 1901.

75   Western Mail, 27 July 1901.

76  In a letter to the editor of the West Australian, 21 March 1901, an unnamed correspondent hoped 
that ‘Government House will be thoroughly overhauled and antiquated furniture replaced by that of 
modern manufacture. The Vice-Regal residences in the other States are all being brought up to date, 
and Western Australia is in honour bound to do the same.’

77  West Australian, 22 July 1901, gives a detailed description of the arches as well as crowd reactions. The 
quotation is from this source.

78   The phrase ‘put out more flags’ is a reference to the title of Evelyn War’s novel, published in 1942.
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On 24 June 1902 it was announced that the Coronation of King Edward VII, due in two 
days’ time, was postponed indefinitely because of an emergency operation for appendicitis.79 
While the postponement may have had ‘widespread and unexpected repercussions’ at the 
time, one of the consequences in Western Australia according to the West Australian when 
the Coronation did take place, on 9 August, ‘there was little in the appearance of the city to 
show that the people were celebrating a great historical occasion, for there was an absence 
of anything in the nature of general decoration.’  The excitement and decorative efforts of 
two months earlier were not repeated. The exceptions were Bon Marché and Boan Bros 
‘where the designs were admirably conceived and carried out.’ 80 This is another example 
of Boans combining imperial patriotism with good public relations.

10.0 First Overseas Trip:

The times were a gift to Harry. He had the enterprise and the imagination to use special 
events such as Federation and the Royal Visit to advantage but he wanted to see beyond 
the horizon — to see what people like him, what stores like Boan Bros, were doing 
elsewhere — and this necessitated going overseas. The Royal Visit over, he left Australia 
in early 1902 on his first overseas trip. He wanted to gather ideas for:

The erection of a new warehouse, to be built on most modern lines, and 
something that would surpass anything in the whole of the State, and 
secondly, with an intention of introducing his firm to the chief manufacturers 
in England, the Continent, and America.81

Chicago, according to social historian Jan Whitaker, was one of the United States of 
America’s premier department store cities in the first decade of the twentieth century.82 
Harry visited the city. Architectural historian Joseph Siry described it as ‘a pivotal point 
of exchange in transcontinental trade’.83 Chicago was the home of Marshall Field and 
Co., the largest retail store in the world and a small city in itself. Chicago was also, in 
1890, the second largest metropolis in the United States after New York, and by 1900 had 
grown fifteen-fold—to 1.7 million, when Western Australia’s population was 180,000.84 

79   Chronicle of the 20th Century, Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin/Viking, 1990, pp. 47, 49.

80  West Australian, 12 Aug. 1902. The street decorations may have been negligible but the paper gave 
extensive coverage to celebrations in suburban and regional Perth, the military review, children’s 
demonstrations and the Coronation service in Queen’s Hall.

81  Daily News, 9 April 1906, and Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 696.

82  J. Whitaker, The Department Store: history, design, display, London: Thames & Hudson, 2011, p. 28.

83  J. Siry, Carson-Pirie-Scott: Louis Sullivan and the Chicago department store, Chicago, Ill.: University of 
Chicago Press, 1988, p. 13.

84  J. Whitaker, The Department Store, p. 11. The standard history of Marshall Field and Co. is R.W. 
Twyman, History of Marshall Field and Co., 1852-1906, Philadelphia, Penn.: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1954. A more recent work, generously illustrated with black and white images, is freelance editor 
Gayle Soucek’s, Marshall Field’s: the store that helped build Chicago, Charleston, SC: The History Press, 
2010. Historian Donald L. Miller, City of the Century: the epic of Chicago and the making of America, NY: 
Simon & Schuster Paperback, 1996/2003, makes the ‘largest retail store’ claim for Marshall Field and 
describes the store as ‘like a small city’ on p. 254. The population figures for WA in 1900 (rounded up 
from 179,967) and 1905 (rounded down from 250,138) are taken from A.H. Chate, B. Graham, G. 
Oakley, Date It! A Western Australian chronology to 1929, Northbridge, WA: Friends of Battye Library 
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At the time of Field’s death, 16 January 1906, the company employed 12,000 people and 
occupied 36 acres or eleven Chicago city blocks.85 Marshall Field was one of the stores 
Benson had in mind (‘Field’s twelve-story extravaganza was the pinnacle of department 
store luxury’) when she wrote, ‘With as much as forty-two acres of floor space, and a 
quarter of a million customers per day, these stores were not just places to shop but public 
spectacles and tourist attractions as well.’ 86 Harry could not but have been impressed 
with the scale and scope of the Chicago department stores, seven of which were located 
along State Street; all had been serviced by cable car since the 1880s.87 (Historian Donald 
Miller called Chicago ‘The Streetcar City’.88) Harry’s ideas, however, would have to be 
scaled to serve a State population of 250,000 people when he returned in 1905 while 
still allowing for future population growth. But whether in Chicago, London, Sydney 
or Perth, department store managers had to face the challenge of ‘manipulating space’—
Benson’s phrase—at three distinct levels: the design of the store as a whole; the division 
of its selling space; the deployment of fixtures and displays to contain and present the 
merchandise.89 These challenges were to become critical for Boans Ltd in the late 1970s 
as we shall see in Chapter Eight.

Among Field’s innovations that Harry would have seen but had already adopted were a 
one-price system, goods bought and sold for cash, and the ability to exchange purchased 
merchandise. Field’s was a byword in reliability, something Boan Bros aspired to. Harry 
would also have seen such Field’s customer services as restaurants, home delivery, an 
interior decoration department and a bargain basement. As Lancaster summarised:

From the bargain basement to the Tiffany dome, the store exuded features 
that were to become the norm during the new century. Customer services, 
staff policy and highly innovative window displays, together with new forms 
of merchandising, set the large American stores in general, and Marshall 
Field’s in particular, apart from their European equivalents. 90

(Inc), 1991, Friends of Battye Library, Occasional Paper No. 2.

85  On the day of Marshall Field’s funeral, the Chicago Stock Exchange closed for half a day. Marshall 
Field’s sales had grown from US$12 million annually in 1868 to $25 million in 1881 and $68 million 
in 1906.

86  S.P. Benson, ‘Palace of consumption and machine for selling: the American department store, 1880-
1940’, Radical History Review 21, Fall 1979, pp. 203 and 199.

87  Joseph Siry has a map of Central Chicago on p. 34 of Carson-Pirie-Scott: Louis Sullivan and the Chicago 
department store which shows the cable car routes and the location of the seven department stores—
Marshall Field & Co., Carson-Pirie-Scott & Co., Boston Store, Mandel Bros., Schlesinger & Mandel, 
The Fair, A.M. Rothschild and Siegel, Cooper & Co. It is a reasonable assumption that Harry Boan 
would have visited many of them.

88  D.L. Miller, City of the Century, title to Ch. 9. The first section of the chapter, ‘1. Palaces of Desire’, 
describes the Chicago department store scene. It includes on p. 255 an isometric projection of Marshall 
Field’s Department Store, the Masonic Temple (the tallest building in the world in 1893) and the 
classically designed Chicago Public Library.

89  Benson discusses these issues in ‘Palace of consumption and machine for selling’ at p. 202.

90  B. Lancaster, The Department Store, p. 4. In 1970, Gun Digest Publishing Company of Northfield, 
Illinois, published a facsimile of the 1896 Illustrated Catalogue of Jewelry (sic) & European Fashions of 
Marshall Field & Co, edited by Joseph J. Schroeder. According to Schroeder, Field’s buyers had always 
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Gordon Selfridge, who spent twenty years with Marshall Field and became its most 
successful manager, introduced many of the Field’s methods and features to Britain when 
he opened his large store in Oxford Street in 1909.91 Harry not only gained confirmation 
and endorsement of merchandising practices he already employed but he also made 
innovative use of his overseas experience when he returned home. What architectural 
historian Nadine Beddington wrote in Design for Shopping Centres, Harry saw in 
American department stores and emulated them at home. ‘A shopping centre must have 
style,’ she said, for without it, ‘it remains a boring repetition of a standard formula. With 
style comes a new dimension – to transform the routine task of shopping into one of 
interest and pleasure to the shopper.’ 92 This customer orientation attracted and pleased 
the shopper, and was something Harry saw and was determined to put into practice.

11.0 A New Emporium:

On his return Harry set about turning a single-storey warehouse on a 3,000 square-metre 
block, with only a one-street frontage, into a modern emporium. This he did in two 
stages, the first in 1905, the second in 1911 (when the population was 294,000), to make 
it the largest, most modern, most stylish retail centre in Perth, equipped with the most 
up-to-date technology and with a bargain basement modelled on Marshall Field’s. It was, 
too, an architectural landmark, a true palace of delight for shopping, for the whole family, 
whether from city, suburb or country.93

The Western Australian Mining, Building and Engineering Journal (WAMBEJ), a respected 
professional trade periodical, announced on 22 July 1905 that ‘Good progress is being made 
with the extensive additions to Messrs Boan Bros premises in Wellington Street, by Messrs 
Atkins and Law, the contracting firm’.94 What amazed observers in April 1906, according 
to the Daily News, was the way in which ‘the new building grew up Phoenix-like through 

covered the fashion centres of Europe. It was not until 1895, however, that a syndicate of American 
fashion houses received an exclusive preview of the still-to-be-announced offerings of fourteen of 
the leading fashion houses of Europe. Following the preview, permission was given for the American 
merchants to present the new fashions simultaneously with the initial showing to the designers’ own 
customers. As I will show, Boans saw the advantage of joining Australian and overseas buying groups to 
attract favourable consideration. And the catalogue illustrates the Marshall Field & Co. Motto: ‘Give 
the lady what she wants!’ A copy was lent to me by Eleanor Oxnard.

91  See: A.H. Williams, No Name on the Door: a memoir of Gordon Selfridge, London: W.H. Allen, 1956, 
and Gordon Honeycombe, Selfridges, Seventy-Five Years: the story of the store, London: Park Lane Press, 
1984.

92  N. Beddington, Design for Shopping Centres, London: Butterworth Scientific, 1982, p. xii.

93  H.V. Lanchester makes the point that the scarcity and expense of city centre land necessitated British 
retail stores expanding upwards rather than sideways. ‘They developed into multi-storey monstrosities 
serviced with lifts, elevators, cash dispensers, modern lighting and heating and decorated without by 
elaborate[ly] designed frontages’ (‘The design and architectural treatment of the shop’, Journal of the 
Royal Society of the Arts, vol. LXI, 1913). Benson acknowledges the higher cost of land in CBDs and 
while factories could move from the central city to low-cost land and erect ‘low, sprawling buildings’, 
department stores had to maximise their use of increasingly expensive CBD land. Internally, the 
management of space was a central concern in department stores of all sizes, whether in Chicago 
or Perth. See: Benson, ‘Palace of Consumption and Machine for Selling’, pp. 200-2002. The 1911 
population, rounded up from 293,923, is in Date It!.

94  WAMBEJ, 22 July 1905, p. 21, from which the details that follow are taken. 
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Advertisement 3.1

Adjusto Corsets, 1917. 

Source: Boans in-house publication.

the old.’ 95 The afternoon paper reported that the ‘majestic proportions of the front of the 
new three-storeyed premises’, designed by architects Hobbs, Smith and Forbes, ‘caught 
the eye as one emerged from the Central Railway Station.’ That external grandeur was 
carried into the store itself, the focal point of which was an elaborately carved wooden 
staircase, illuminated by electric lamps, that led from floor to floor, for a total retail area of 
more than 2,500 square metres.

The staircase was a ‘privilege’ to climb ‘for the sheer enjoyment it affords’, continued the 
Daily News. Marble-floored and tiled men’s and women’s lavatories on each floor, for the 
use of everybody, ‘would still with wonder a Senator of Ancient Rome’. The strategic 
placement of supporting steel pillars and the grand staircase afforded panoramic views 
on each floor of islands of imported merchandise, with a two-and-a-half metre channel 
between them. ‘It will be a rough day at Boans,’ said the paper, ‘when an intending 
purchaser cannot “make” the point where she would be’, the assumption being, of course, 
that the shopper would be female.

A newspaper columnist, ‘Adrienne’, wrote in her ‘Social Notes’ that Boan Bros was 
‘stacked with seasonable goods of every possible description’. She also noted that there 
were five fitting rooms, one especially for corsets, an under-garment receiving a lot of 
attention at the time as the wasp-waist fashion of the late 19th century gave way to a more 
natural, sensuous look that only a correctly fitted foundation garment could give. The 
columnist’s particular interest, no doubt reflecting her readers’ interest, was hats—black 
hats of chiffon and Chantilly lace, hats of a Gainsborough shape of dull, grey velvet 
panne and white plumes, and a Ma-Mie-Rosette hat that had a double crown of softly 

95  Daily News, 9 April 1906.
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Photo 3.2

Boan Bros, Wellington Street, Perth, c. 1918. The new six-floor emporium, completed in 1906, 
as viewed from the Perth Central Railway Station. It was an architectural landmark, a true 
palace of delight for shopping, for the whole family, whether from city, suburb or country.

Source: BL, 001833D

folded velvet that was bordered with leaves.96 Ma-Mie-Rosette was a popular romantic 
musical that influenced fashion, as did the costumes and décor of many plays and musical 
productions that the firm of J.C. Williamson’s brought to Perth.97

In announcing the opening of its new emporium in April 1906, Boan Bros thanked 
customers for their patience during the construction over the last twelve months. A Daily 
News ‘advertorial’ for 9 April 1906 was cleverly worded: ‘The public are quite pronounced 
with their feelings and freely express that the whole structure is an emblem of credit both 
to the architects and builders. Our visitors already recognise that it is a perfect paradise for 
shopping.’ 98 The phrase ‘a perfect paradise for shopping’ echoed Émile Zola although his 
Au Bonheur des Dames (The Ladies’ Paradise) was not then generally available in English.99 

96  Daily News, 9 April 1906. ‘Panne’ is a French word meaning ‘plush’. It resembles velvet but has a much 
longer pile. It can be made of silk or with manufactured fibres, and its high lustre gives it a satin finish. 
It was very chic in 1906.

97  See: Hough, A Dream of Passion, pp. 211, 213, 279. How the live spectacle of the stage offered ‘exciting 
alternatives’ to both advertisers and consumers is explained in A.G. Taylor, ‘A fashionable production: 
advertising and consumer culture on the Australian stage,’ Journal of Australian Studies, no. 63, 1999.

98  Daily News, 9 April 1906.

99   Au Bonheur des Dames was first published in French in 1883, and an English translation by F. Belmont 
also appeared in 1883. Although there were several other translations, it was A. FitzLyon’s The Ladies’ 
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Boan Bros also announced a technical innovation: ‘In about six weeks’ time we hope to 
show to the public our new pneumatic cash system, the first to be introduced into the 
State; it will be a very model contrivance, and it is also an American idea.’ 100 It was an 
American idea Harry saw on his trip. It facilitated cash management, and was a service 
appreciated no doubt by both customers and sales staff. There were to be many innovations 
in the years to follow; the public and the press now acknowledged the attraction and the 
benefit of the present new and improved services.

12.0 A Murray Street Frontage:

These building, organisational and furnishing developments were almost as nothing, 
compared with what was to come five years later when, in 1910, the quiet purchase of a 
Murray Street block, once the site of a wheelwright and blacksmith’s workshop, anticipated 
still further expansion. Despite a shortage of skilled labour and the unsettling effects of 
industrial unrest associated with the building trades push for a 44-hour week, the value of 
building contracts let to the private sector in 1911 was the highest since the heady days of 
1904.101 In February 1911, Foy and Gibson announced extensions to its department store 
that would give it four-storey premises from Hay Street through to St George’s Terrace. 
Then two months later, Boan Bros announced plans for a Murray Street frontage and multi-
floor development. This time no tenders were invited.102 Mr Deague supervised the project, 
using a mix of contract and day labour, a contentious issue at the time.103 Significantly, 

Delight that generated interest in 1957; she was a respected historian, translator and biographer. The 
two translations most readily available now are B. Nelson’s The Ladies’ Paradise which appeared for 
Oxford World’s Classics in 1995, and R. Buss’s translation ‘The Ladies’ Delight’ which appeared in 2002 
for Penguin Classics.

100 Daily News, 6 April 1906. Even today people remember the pneumatic cash system whereby sales 
docket and money were transported by tube to a cashier’s desk on the first floor, and then returned with 
the appropriate stamping and change. Before the introduction of cash registers, Boans had some twenty 
miles of tubing as part of its pneumatic cash system. Boans Bros, Broken Hill, were the first people in 
Australia to adopt the Lamson Supply Company’s system of transferring cash from the sales staff to a 
cashier (see p. 78).

101 According to information presented to a Royal Commission into the shortage of labor [sic] in Sept. 
1911, the value was £423,000 when State and Federal Government work was included (WAMBEJ), 
30 Sept. 1911, p. 19). The building and engineering journal (10 June 1911, p.19) tabulated the value 
of building permits for the period 1902-1910 inclusive: 1902 – £250,231; 1904 – £356,894; 1906 – 
£214,288; 1908 – £75,096; 1910 – £102,860.

102  The WAMBEJ (2 Sept. 1911, p. 20) warned, ‘When business firms, through various reasons have to 
erect or extend their premises without calling for tenders, they should see that the current rate of wages 
is paid. Unless they do so trade is liable to be disorganised, and a reaction come.’ [sic]

103  The WAMBEJ, 21 Jan. 1911, in ‘Notes on works in progress and projected’, noted: ‘The demands of 
labor throughout Australia are becoming so strong that a revolt of the employer must surely come if they 
are not kept within reason. ... Many works are already indefinitely postponed as their construction would 
entail too great a cost at the rate of wages now demanded.’ The periodical reproduced on 4 Feb. 1911, an 
article from the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘Day Labor. Some plain talk to New South Wales Workers’.  In 
part it said, ‘The history of day labor in this State is a twice-told tale, and it has been a failure every time 
it has been tried.’ Contractors feared that the best unionist rather than the best worker ‘will naturally 
be the favoured party.’ The Journal argued for wage regulation not wage reduction ‘but their regulation 
for the benefit of all’, 25 Feb. 1911, p. 19. By April the Journal reported that, ‘The scarcity of skilled 
labor is a matter of grave concern just now in the building trade of the State’, 22 April 1911, p. 19. The 
result was that ‘much higher wages have to be paid to induce men to work, and nobody blames the men 
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there were no accidents and no industrial friction during the eighteen months it took to 
complete the project.104

J.S. Battye gave the premises a glowing endorsement. The interior of the building, he 
said, was ‘well-lighted, lofty and splendidly ventilated’, and ‘the exquisite gowns and chic 
millinery imported from Paris have made Messrs Boan Brothers the leaders of style in the 
western metropolis.’ 105 The WAMBEJ claimed at the time that the project would result in 
the ‘largest drapery emporium in Australia, and will rival Hordern’s department store in 
Sydney.’ 106 This must have given Harry some satisfaction to be compared with his former 
employer but he probably recognised that the claim might be inflated—like some of his 
advertising.

Seventeen years after Boan Bros commenced business, ‘West Australia’s New Mammoth 
Store’ opened on Friday, 8 November 1912.107 It was now a six-floor emporium covering 
five acres (more than two hectares) of ground, organised into thirty-five departments and 
staffed by more than four hundred employees.108 Outside both Murray and Wellington 
Streets, a fleet of one hundred and fifty motor vehicles waited that day to provide tired 
customers and their parcels with free transport ‘in all directions, to all suburbs’.109 The 
1912 Handbook of Western Australia estimated that 108,000 people lived within a radius 
of twelve miles (about 19 km) of the city centre, a commercially attractive catchment area 
for the new emporium.110 A report in the West Australian on 19 November 1912 asserted:

for obtaining the highest wages they can,’ Journal, 20 May 1911, p.18, an article specially written for 
the Journal although the author/s were not identified. The Journal (27 May 1911, p. 18) called for the 
training of the youth of the State as artisans, and day classes were now available at the Perth Technical 
School ‘to train those willing’ in all branches of the building trade’.

104  WAMBEJ, 8 April 1911, p. 20. The success of the Boans capital works would suggest Mr Deague’s 
supervision was both efficient and effective despite the project not being tendered for. Boan Bros began 
a series of weekly advertisements anticipating completion and describing each of the departments, in the 
Sunday Times (which claimed to be the biggest paper in the British Empire) beginning 27 Oct. 1912, 
p. 16.  Gradually the amount of text declined and the advertisements became smaller in size, but larger 
and bolder with eye-catching text. Other stores tried to match the Boans frequency but not the strategy: 
The House of Brennan in the West Australian, 2 and 8 Nov. 1912, p. 14 and p. 11; Charles Moore, 
Sunday Times, 6 Oct. 1912, p. 4 and West Australian, 4 Nov. 1912, p. 4; Foy & Gibson, Sunday Times, 6, 

13, 20, 27  Oct. 1912, pp. 6, 6, 4, 6; The Economic Store, West Australian, 4, 8 Nov. 1912, pp. 3, 5; Bon 
Marché, West Australian, 5 Nov. 1912, p. 5.

105  Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, p. 696.

106  WAMBEJ, 8 April 1911, p. 20.

107  West Australian, 19 Nov. 1912, p. 4, in a report ten days after the opening.

108  According to the West Australian, 19 Nov. 1912, the basement housed the refrigerator and store room; 
the first floor, grocery and provisions, soda fountain, glassware, fancy goods, hardware, saddlery and 
sports outfitting departments (this was an innovation); second floor, furniture, carpets and linoleum; 
third floor, furniture; fourth floor, Christmas toy fair, reading, writing and lounge rooms, and nursery; 
fifth floor, luncheon and tea rooms and roof garden. 

109  In the West Australian, 8 Nov. 1912, p. 10, an advertisement read: ‘Boan Bros. // West Australia’s 
Mammoth Store // Opening This Morning // The Motor Cars and Cabs will run to the following 
Time Table’. And then followed a list of departure times. No other Perth store provided such transport 
opportunities to its customers.

110  The Handbook of Western Australia: an official publication for the information of commercial men, tourists, and 
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The range of goods in every department is wide; the value in most of them 
cannot be spoken of authoritatively by any but the experienced housewife, 
but it is on this that Messrs Boan Bros. pin their faith to make their store one 
of the chief shopping centres in the State, not only for the residents in the 
metropolitan area, but for the people within a 200-mile radius. Already the 
popularity of the store has been markedly shown. 111

One of the chief advantages of design, observed the paper, was that ‘each of its lofty floors 
is open to view, no dividing walls having been put in, and from the main staircase around 
a roof-lighted large rectangular well, the whole contents of a floor are rendered visible.’

Boans had been one of the first to introduce retail refrigeration and there was now a 
huge refrigeration plant in the basement for fresh, perishable and frozen produce. This 
technology complemented a further innovation—the establishment of a grocery and 
provisions department which extended over the whole length of the new building, 
according to a report in the West Australian ten days after the official opening.112 Four 
new electrically operated lifts enabled the speedy movement of customers between floors. 
The pneumatic money tube installation whereby money and sales dockets from each 
department were despatched to a central location and the change and receipt returned, 
was now the second largest in the Commonwealth. Two soda fountains were imported 
from America and set up on the first floor. A roof garden that could seat 500 people for ‘tea 
and luncheon’ gave a panoramic view of the city from the fifth floor. There was a nursery 
on the fourth floor where parents could leave their children and have them attended to by 
a trained nurse. The West Australian considered that by its novelty this feature would be of 
the greatest interest; on opening day, one hundred and four babies were attended to in the 
nursery. In the furniture department, the newspaper told its readers, ‘the firm has taken a 
leaf out of the book of the biggest London houses’ since the most popular attraction was 
‘Bonville’, a completely furnished four-roomed house with a dining room, drawing room 
and kitchen. This was an innovation that Boans updated and maintained for many years 
both in-store and at the annual Perth Royal Show where it presented a major display of 
imported and locally manufactured goods.

A measure of the attraction that the expanded Boan’s emporium now had for tourists, as 
well as bargain-hunters, is recorded by diarist James Fraser, a New Zealander on his way 
to Scotland. He visited the store on Monday, 27 April 1914: 

Arrived at Freemantle [sic] a little past one. Went by train twelve miles to 
Perth. Perth is not a bad town, not so well laid out as Adelaide. There is a 
departmental store, Boan Bros, near the railway station which took my fancy 
a good deal. Went up to the top of the building by lift, there is a fine view 
over the town, the top floor is concrete and I should think occupies a quarter 
acre. You can walk around and see over the town in every direction. You can 

immigrants, Perth: Issued under the authority of the Hon. The Colonial Secretary by the Immigration 
and Tourist Department, 1912, p. 279.

111  West Australian, 19 Nov. 1912, p. 4. It is a very long first sentence.

112  West Australian, 19 Nov. 1912.
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have dinner, drink, forenoon or afternoon tea, fruit salad or anything else in 
the food or drink line. The roof is said to be sixty feet above the street, the 
building can supply almost anything in draper clothing, boots, books etc. We 
had only two and a half hours, most of which we spent at Boans. The streets 
are narrow, the trams are electrically driven, there are some good buildings 
and altogether the place is very good. Left Freemantle at 9:30 and are now 
full speed for Colombo. 113

13.0 Staffing and Trade Unions:

It was a part of Harry’s management philosophy that key staff should be trained and 
promoted from within the company rather than recruited or poached from outside. He was 
a shrewd judge of people and believed that if he made a dud appointment it was a reflection 
on his ability, not that of his employees. Internal promotion, he said, enhanced staff loyalty 
and provided an incentive for the ambitious employee. This practice was company policy 
for more than eighty years.114 A number of people who joined the firm in the early days 
rose to senior positions, three of them to fill the role of general manager.115 We know 
very little about Alfred Orton who joined the firm in 1896—as did Henry Williams and 
Horace Davenport. Orton was the first general manager, until succeeded by Williams in 
1912 who held the position until his retirement in 1922. Williams, from South Australia, 
was a trained accountant with the Western Australian Bank before joining Boan Bros. 
He was appointed finance manager in 1910 and then general manager.116 Horace James 
Davenport, recruited from Sydney, was a 19-year-old clerk when he also joined Boans in 
1896. Outstanding ability and hard work resulted in his becoming general manager in 
1922, until his death in 1934.117 His successor was Frank Boan, managing director from 
1934-1951.118 Table 6.1 shows the full list of general managers from 1896-1984.

113  J. Fraser, The Diary of a Journey, 1914: New Zealand, Australia, Scotland, Canada at http://www.
geocities.com.familyhistorynz/jamesfraser-diary1914.html [As at 1st Jan. 2009 this web page was no 
longer active.]

114  At the 45th AGM, 19 July 1963, chairman Frank Boan told shareholders that the, ‘appointment of 
directors from within an organisation does not necessarily suit every company but past results have so far 
proved that this policy, originated by my father, the founder, is successful in our case.’

115  Not every early employee was happy in the service. Herbert Bezalel Silberberg was born in 1873 in 
Branxholme in the Western District of Victoria. His Jewish parents had opened a general store there 
in 1869. As a young man in a hurry, he joined Boan Bros in early 1896, aged twenty-three. He wanted 
to learn something about warehousing before returning to his small country town. He soon left his 
employment (March 1896) because he was treated, in his opinion, as nothing more than an office boy. 
In Kalgoorlie, he worked a claim, found gold and stayed for seven years. In Melbourne, he formed a 
partnership with Ernest de Beer in April 1903 — deBeer Silberberge & Co — but bought out his 
partner after four months. He shortened his name to ‘Selby’ during the First World War because of 
hostility to a German-sounding name. Between 1903 and 1982, he developed H.B. Selby & Co, a 
laboratory supply company, into a public company with branches in every Australian State capital, and 
in New Zealand and Papua New Guinea. See S. Furphy, Selbys the Science People: a history of H.B. Selby 
Australia Limited, Melbourne, Vic.: Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty Ltd, 2005.

116  Battye, The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 1, pp. 697-698.

117  West Australian, 31 July and 1 Aug. 1934.

118  J.W. Vivian JP joined Boans in 1900 and, after Frank Boan became governing director (1941-1954), 
filled the role of managing director from 1941 until he retired in 1950. There is a profile of J.W. Vivian 



109

Management stability and continuity were two contributing reasons for Boans’ success. 
All were internal appointments. These salaried men came to the position with an intimate 
knowledge of the firm, its philosophy and its operation. Their long employment was 
indicative of their loyalty to the company and its value system. And all who assumed the 
mantle of general manager came with strong financial backgrounds.

The role of shop assistant was an alternative line of employment to domestic service, or 
the drudgery of the factory system, for an untrained young woman between the time she 
left school and when she got married—and most young women took for granted that 
they would be married in the not too distant future.119 Boan Bros was a leading employer 
of young women, especially as casuals at sale and Christmas times. Each employee had 
to register in an Agreement Book, a book that recorded the date of signing on, and the 
person’s name in her own hand-writing; rarely was the age or the place of residence 
recorded, and only sometimes was an indication given of the department to which the 
employee was assigned. The book had to be available for public inspection according to 
s.17 of the Early Closing Act 1898. At the top of each page of the Agreement Book, in 
copybook penmanship, was a statement that read:

On entering the employment of Boan Brothers I hereby agree to be dismissed or 
leave at a moment’s notice. 120

What residency information we do have from the Agreement Books indicates that most 
shop assistants lived in central Perth or the nearby suburbs that had easy access to train or 
tram (or trolley-bus after their introduction in 1933). 

The Early Closing Act 1898 proclaimed that no woman or child under 16 years of age, as 
many were, could be employed for more than 48 hours a week.121 This meant a working 
day from eight in the morning until six in the evening for permanent employees, except 
on Wednesdays when half-day closing commenced at 1.00 p.m., and Saturdays when late-

on the occasion of his retirement in the West Australian, 16 Dec. 1950, p. 5. He was followed by Alfred 
Moore JP (managing director 1950-1959) who had joined Boans in 1909. Arnold Hume JP joined 
Boans in 1917, and was managing director 1959 until his death in 1965. Robert Bowen JP joined in 
1919, was managing director from 1965 until his retirement in 1970. He was appointed chairman 
of directors (1967-1970) upon the death of Frank Boan who had been chairman of directors since 
1954 when the company went public. Edwin Benness was the last of the long-serving staff to rise to 
the position of general manager (and chairman of directors). He joined in 1932 and was managing 
director and chairman of directors 1970-1978. Each of these men had strong financial and accounting 
experience as well as an intimate knowledge of all aspects of the business. This stability of corporate 
leadership was one of the company’s great strengths.

119  In 1912, The Handbook of Western Australia, p. 299, in a section describing The Right Woman for W.A., 
said that there was ‘an unlimited demand’ for domestic servants ‘and any girl who is able and willing may 
find in Western Australia permanent domestic employment at wages which range from about 10s. as a 
minimum to 25s. per week, and higher rates, of course, for skilled cooks.’ 

120  Agreements Book (Boans Ltd) 1912-1913, VSL, CMA, Box 824, and Acts of the Parliament of 
Western Australia: Early Closing Act 1898. Section 17 required that records of opening hours, employee 
hours, extra hours worked, half-day closing and holiday entitlements be kept visible for inspection by 
those authorised to do so.

121  Acts of the Parliament of Western Australia, Early Closing Act 1898, s. 11; s.7 deals with opening and 
closing hours. It came into operation on 1 January 1899.
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night trading was permitted until 10.00 p.m. These were tiring demands, ameliorated by 
the requirement that in all rooms where female assistants were employed there had to be 
seats behind the counter at the rate of one chair for every three employees.122 Chairs were 
provided in various departments, of course, for customers.

As we saw in the last chapter, Harry Boan had hoped to escape trade unionism by moving 
to Perth, but in this endeavour he was bound to be disappointed. Although Boans’ 
relationship with the trade union movement is not a part of this thesis (it would entail 
a much greater research project than was possible) it is necessary to set out briefly the 
state of play, given that Harry was both hostile to unions and wished to be, and was, a 
paternalist employer. Unions had begun to form in Western Australia in the late 1880s. 
The Western Australian Trades and Labour Council (TLC) had brought goldfields and 
coastal trade unions together in 1899 and in 1901 the TLC recorded the arrival of two 
shop assistants’ unions, one in Perth and the other in Fremantle.123 By 1907, the two had 
combined and the new union was flexing its muscles by conducting street demonstrations 
against one of Boan’s competitors, Brennan Bros, in the union’s campaign for Saturday 
afternoon closing.124

Of equal importance for Boans was the arrival of the Western Australian Arbitration 
Court in 1900.125 The arrival of an arbitration system gave unions a legal status and 
obliged employers to deal with them. The Shop Assistants’ Union’s decision to take its 
cases to the Arbitration Court meant that Boans became a part of an institutionalised 
industrial relations system, run through the new court. From this time on, the Union 
took its demands for improved wages and conditions to the court on behalf of all Western 
Australian shop assistants and against all employers whose own industrial association was 
forced to become a party to arbitration. The year 1910 marked the debut of the union 
(which by now had merged with the Warehouse Employees’ Union) in the Arbitration 
Court when it sought its first award.126  

Other sections of the Boans workforce began to organise as well. By 1920 its tearoom 
workers had joined the Tea Room and Restaurant Employees’ Union; by 1926 its furniture 
makers had joined the United Furniture Makers’ Union, while, later still, its pastry cooks 
joined the Master Pastry Cooks’ Union.127 It was surely in recognition of this new unionised 
world that by 1927 Boans had appointed David Richardson as its ‘industrial manager’ to 
take charge of its relations with unions and the arbitration court. 128 

122  Acts of the Parliament of Western Australia, An Act to Provide for Seating being Supplied for the Use of 
Shop Assistants 1900, s. 1.

123 West Australian, 24 Jan. 1901. For the arrival of Unions and the TLC see I. Vanden Driesen, ‘The 
evolution of the trade union movement in Western Australia’ in C.T. Stannage (Ed), A New History of 
Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1981. 

124  West Australian, 1 Feb. 1907, 16 April 1907 and 8 June 1908. 

125  D. Plowman, ‘Trade Unions’ in J. Gregory and J. Gothard (Eds), Historical Encyclopaedia of Western 
Australia, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 2009.

126  West Australian, 25 July 1910.  

127  West Australian, 5 Jan. 1920, 17 Dec. 1926, 24 Dec. 1948.

128  West Australian, 15 Aug. 1927.
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What Harry Boan thought of all this is unknown; he did not talk about unions in his 
1928 memoir and the extant company records do not cover the matter, even though Harry 
was for a short time the head of Perth’s Retail Traders Association, the parent body which 
represented retailers’ interests in politics and the Arbitration system.129 

There is no public record of Boans actively resisting unionisation or its incorporation into 
the arbitration system. Of course once the Shop Assistants’ Union began to take cases to 
the court, Harry had no alternative but to accept that his opposition to unions had been 
overtaken by history. Indeed by the 1920s, Boans, with other large retailers, began taking 
their own cases to the court.130 On the other hand there is little evidence that, apart from 
those early demonstrations, either the Shop Assistants’ Union or Boans’ shop assistants 
acted militantly in search of better conditions. The union seems to have always been 
committed to the arbitration system rather than direct action, and it quickly became 
known for its industrial and political conservatism. As far as Boans staff is concerned, 
perhaps Boan’s paternalism had an effect, shaping the apparently friendly relationship 
between company and staff. Perhaps too, its largely female workforce was disinclined to 
militancy.  

There is a substantial historiography which suggests that in the early twentieth century 
women workers were a conservative force in trade unions, indeed that women were very 
frequently difficult to organise.131  There are no available figures on the penetration of 
unions into the Boans workforce so this is difficult to judge. The only strike in Boans I 
have been able to find in the public record was by its Tea Room and Restaurant Workers’ 
Union members against a decision by Boans in 1920 to reduce their wages.132 

In his Battye Library interview, Edwin Benness (who joined Boans as an office boy in 
1932) commented that Boans had ‘very good relations with the union people on the 
whole.’ The company, he said, felt it was important to encourage the Shop Assistants’ 
Union to look after its members—‘provided that they didn’t interfere too much with the 
retailing side of it.’ If the union had called stop-work meetings or strikes ‘we certainly 
wouldn’t have approved, but fortunately we didn’t have that experience.’133 When it came 
to negotiation with the unions, management sometimes dealt directly with the unions and 
sometimes used a collective involving the Confederation of Industry and the Employers’ 
Federation.

129 West Australian, 8 June 1908. Harry resigned when it became apparent that his many trips away from 
home would interfere with his duties. 

130 West Australian, 20 Dec. 1928. This was a case for the restoration of the 48-hour week. It was unsuccessful.

131 On the difficulties of organising women, see B. Probert, Working Life: arguments about work in Australian 
society, Ringwood, Vic.: McPhee Gribble Publishers/Penguin Books Australia, 1990, p 35 (working 
life); pp. 97-102 (access to arbitration); pp. 107-108 (part-time work); pp. 119-121 (migrant workers).

132 West Australian, 3, 5 and 8 Jan. 1920. On the conservatism of early twentieth century female workers 
and ‘little enthusiasm for industrial organisation, let alone action’, see C. Fox, Working Australia, North 
Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1991, pp. 105-110, 119, 158-160 (trade unions) and pp. 107-109 
(arbitration). On Western Australian women’s war-time militancy when faced with unsatisfactory 
working conditions see G. Reekie, ‘Industrial action by women workers in Western Australia during 
World War II’, Labour History, no. 49, Nov. 1985. 

133 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH2585, Tape 8B, p. 108.
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In his early days with the company, when Benness was ‘a mere clerk’, the then managing 
director (H.J. Davenport) noted that he was not a member of the clerks’ union. Benness 
could not see any point in it ‘and it’s going to cost me a whole two shillings a week,’ 
he told the MD. Davenport’s reply was that, ‘Well, we’d like you to join the union. We 
believe that unions have a function to fulfil and if it’s a matter of two shillings a week, 
we’re prepared to give you a rise to cover it.’ Benness joined the union and remained a 
member until he joined the armed forces. When he ‘was in the middle of some pretty 
hectic scenes in North Africa’ he received a letter from the union telling him his dues were 
overdue, and what was he going to do about it. He ignored the letter.134

Benness was the only Boans executive to be interviewed as part of the BL’s Oral History 
program. His account of company-union relations would suggest that the staff were more 
company than union oriented and that where difficulties arose these were, for the most 
part, amicably resolved.135

14.0 Financial Performance:

Three sets of financial statements have survived from the period—for the years 1913, 
1914 and 1915. Appendix 5.2B contains a summary of the key figures, and Table 5.2E 
a ratio analysis of those figures. As Boan Bros was a private partnership, with one of the 
partners deceased, it was not a requirement that the financial statements be made public. 
The partnership did not pay tax; the partners (or the deceased’s estate) received income 
and paid their income tax based on what they had received.136 Chart 3.1 shows the growth 
in total assets, shareholders’ equity and sales.

This chapter accounts for the establishment and development of Boan Bros from 1895 
until shortly after the partnership became a company in 1918. It is dangerous, therefore, 
to expand the 1913-1915 snap-shot either backwards or forwards. The building program, 
however, is a major measure of growth and expansion. Nevertheless it can be noted that 
between 1913 and 1915, total assets grew from £298,748 to £345,272, a change of 16 per 
cent. The value of shareholders’ equity rose from £170,526 to £226,620, an increase by 
33 per cent. Sales grew in value from £358,301 to £509442 in 1914 with a drop back of 
one per cent in 1915 to £503,869. Overall, sales increased by 41 per cent over three years. 
By any measure these figures depict a profitable, rapidly growing company. Finally, it is 
possible to compare the Boan Bros return on equity with a global business profitability 
figure derived from about 230 Australian companies, as set out in Appendix 5.2F. In 1913 
the Boans return on equity was 15.5 per cent when the national average was 12.1 per cent. 
In 1914, the figure was 14.8 per cent, compared with 10.9 per cent. And in 1915 Boans 
dropped to 9.8 per cent while the national figure stood at 10.6 per cent. 

134 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH2585, Tape 13A, p. 162.

135 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH2585, pp. 106-110 (attitudes towards unions); 20 (blacklisting by, 
Broken Hill); 108, 161-163 (relationship with unions); 127-128 (Retail Advisory Council).

136  That the individuals not the partnership paid tax is significant in calculating a Return on Equity. The 
formula is: Net profit attributable to shareholders  100 / Shareholders’ Equity. ‘Net profit’ is adjusted 
for taxation. The only figure available is gross profit. As the comparison over time is an internal one and 
consistently uses gross profit, it should be acceptable as a measure of the change in shareholder wealth. 
The return is distributed partly in dividends and the balance retained to finance future growth.
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Chart 3.1

Boan Bros: Growth in total assets, equity and sales, 1913-1915

Source: Financial Statements supplied by J.B. Morrison

This drop in return on equity is a reflection of a decline in gross profit, from £26,410 in 
1913 to £22,245 in 1915 as a consequence perhaps of the difficulties of war-time trading, 
among them a significant rise in wages and salaries (from £46,000 in 1913 to £68,000 in 
1915). Although working capital was healthy in 1915 (£53,000 up from £23,000 in 1914), 
the cost of goods sold in relation to sales had risen by 2 per cent, from 68 per cent (1913) 
to 70 per cent (1915), while the gross profit margin had declined by the same percentage, 
from 32 per cent to 30 per cent. Nevertheless, Boan Bros appeared to be a financially 
secure and profitable company, despite there being only three years of data on which to 
base such a conclusion.

15.0 Philanthropy:

According to historian David Mossenson, when Harry arrived in Perth he was one of 
750 Jewish men in the colony, ‘a good proportion of whom were shopkeepers—drapers, 
clothiers, and grocers or vendors of fruit, tobacco and leather goods.’ 137 Mossenson 
observed that the Jews ‘have always participated in the general life of Western Australia.’ 
138 Harry had grown up in a Jewish family noted for its community service and continued 
his association with the Perth Synagogue after he arrived. 139 The recently arrived spiritual 

137  D. Mossenson, assisted by L. Hoffman, Hebrew, Israelite, Jew: the history of the Jews in Western Australia, 
Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1990, pp. 31-32. According to the WA census of 1901 that summarises the 
population growth of the 1890s, the number of Jews in the colony had increased from 129 at the 
beginning of the decade to 1,259 by the end: 755 males, 504 females. The shortage of females in the 
colony may account in part for why Harry married Sophie Bebarfald, a Jewess from Sydney.

138  Mossenson, Hebrew, Israelite, Jew, Introduction, p. xviii.

139  An examination of Harry’s private ledger reveals, for example, that on 13 Feb. 1911 he gave £2.2s.0d to 
the Jewish Brethren and £10.10s.0d to the Synagogue; on 14 Feb. 1918 he gave £14.2s.0d to the Hebrew 
Congregation. There are other examples of his support for the Jewish community. See Appendix 3.3.
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leader of the Perth Hebrew Congregation, the Reverend David Isaac Freedman, appointed 
in 1897, was eager to participate in public as well as communal life.140 Harry followed the 
Reverend Freedman’s example.141 There are two sources of information about personal 
and company giving. The audited financial statements contain a line item Contributions 
and these can be found in Appendix 5.2B as well as in the ratio analysis in Appendix 
5.2E. These represent corporate contributions. The more detailed data is found in the 
ledgers, as revealed in Appendix 3.3, a catalogue of contributions to charity between 
November 1910 and July 1918. No distinction is made, however, between Harry’s private 
contribution and that made by the company. Table 3.2 shows the annual contributions 
from the ledgers and the audited financial statements.

‘Boans For Service’ applied equally to the community, the staff and customers. Harry’s 
tzedakah was widespread, sustained and ecumenical. Between 1900 and 1918, he assisted 
building projects throughout Western Australia for agricultural and community halls, 
hospitals and church extensions. The company was even-handed in supporting Catholic, 
Hebrew and Protestant organisations. From an analysis of the Contributions accounts 
there is little evidence of interest in cultural activities, with the minor exception of brass 
bands. There were political causes that Harry favoured—the Liberal League and the pro-
Conscription campaigns of 1916 and 1917, and he gave generously to the Patriotic Fund, 
a war-effort charity.142

140  The Reverend David Freedman was not a rabbi — he did not possess smicha, the academic qualifications 
of a rabbi — but he led the Perth Hebrew Congregation for over forty years. A year after his arrival, the 
Board of Management wrote that he had done much to show ‘that Jews are both able and willing to take 
their part in all movements pertaining to Education, Charity, and the General Welfare of the Community 
at Large.’ (Quoted in Hebrew, Israelite, Jew, p. 56.) We do not know how active Harry and his family 
were in the congregation and the spiritual life of the Brisbane Street Synagogue (dedicated in 1897) but 
it is likely to have been significant given that he married a Jewess (1896), that his brother Benjamin was 
buried according to Jewish rites (1901) and that he had four children who were Orthodox Jews. The 
economic recession of 1907 affected the congregation’s capacity to meet the Reverend Freeman’s salary 
of £300 a year. Harry headed the list of donors who agreed to pay a higher seat rental for one year; he 
was already paying £100 a year. (Hebrew, Israelite, Jew, pp. 64-65). 

141  Some measure of the stature and influence Freedman had in the community is defined in profiles in 
J.S. Battye (Ed.), The Cyclopedia of Western Australia, Vol. 2, pp. 103-104: ‘All charitable institutions 
and movements have found in him a warm sympathizer and practical helper, and the charge of 
sectarian benevolence has lost its point where he is concerned.’; J.G. Wilson (Ed.), Western Australia’s 
Centenary 1829-1929, pp. 157-158: ‘... for multitudinous have been his activities - charitable, social and 
sociological. No gloomy dogmatist he, no self-elected condemnation of his frailer friends—meaning 
all mankind—but a man with a vision, a vision of light and laughter and inspiration to call forth all 
of the best that lies hidden in the soul of men.’ Freedman was the first president of the Children’s 
Hospital, honorary secretary of the Home of Peace and also of the Children’s Protection Society. These 
were institutions with which Harry had a long association. See also O.B. Tofler, ‘Freedman, David 
Isaac (1874-1939)’, ADB OE: ‘He possessed phenomenal energy and “had his own methods of facing 
difficulties – sometimes with superb diplomacy and tact, at other times with a direct vigour that proved 
him to be a man of courage”.’ He was an inspiration not only to Harry Boan.

142 Contributions of £25 p.a. were made to the Liberal League in 1910, 1911 and 1912. This was a 
conservative group of businessmen who financed parliamentary candidates opposed to a Labor Party 
platform. Harry contributed to the Referendum campaign on two occasions—3 Oct. 1916, £50 and on 
29 Nov. 1917, £100 (from a personal expenditure account). His contributions to the Patriotic Fund were: 
13 Aug. 1914, £100, and 9 Feb. 1917, £200. See Appendix 3.3 for a more comprehensive display of the 
Contribution data.
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Table 3.2

Boan Bros Contributions (£)  Ledger and Financial Statements 1910-1918

Year Ledger 
Jan. – Dec.

Financial Statements
as at March

1910 (Nov. – Dec.) £168

1911 £250

1912 £634

1913 £664 £754

1914 £255 £1,049

1915 £347 £821

1916 £1,125

1917 £1,080

1918 ( Jan. – July) £1,897

Source: VSL, CMA, Boxes 827-829, Ledgers.

It was hospitals and institutions for the orphaned, the disabled, the infirm and the 
convalescent that received his greatest benefaction: the Children’s Protection Society, the 
Convalescent Home, the Deaf and Dumb Institute (he was on the board of management), 
the Fremantle Hospital, the Home of Peace for senior citizens (he was also on the board), 
Lady Lawley Cottage by the Sea for children with special needs (Cottesloe), Perth Public 
Hospital, and the Victoria Institute for the Blind (Maylands).

There are two projects in particular for which Harry Boan is remembered: the move 
in November 1897 to establish the Dr Bairn’s Hospital for Children, now the Princess 
Margaret Hospital for children, and the preservation in 1917 of Keane’s Point in the 
river-side suburb of Peppermint Grove as a public amenity.

It would appear that Harry particularly liked children. He was a generous benefactor to 
projects that furthered their interests and their welfare — the Glendalough Industrial 
School and the Waif ’s Home in Parkerville are just two examples — and later, as an 
elected member, he railed in parliament about the responsibilities of parenthood. He 
had grown up in a large family, in a closely knit rural community of large families, where 
women and children were the most vulnerable elements of society. These memories were 
reinforced by his experiences in strike-bound Broken Hill.

In Perth, in 1895, according to Stannage, there were serious risks to children’s health. Infant 
mortality was high as a consequence of a lack of hygiene education, the low standards of 
accommodation, and sanitation that facilitated water-carried diseases. A quarter of all 
deaths in the State were of children under one year of age.143 So when a public meeting of 
concerned citizens was held in November 1897, at the instigation of fellow businessman 
Charles Moore, to canvas the idea of a hospital ‘for the sick and suffering children of the 
poor section of the community’, Harry Boan gave it his active support, immediately and 

143  Stannage, The People of Perth, devotes considerable space to living conditions and social institutions 
(pp. 251-262), sanitation, water supply and sewage (pp. 269-281) and to infant mortality (pp. 130, 273) 
and children’s welfare (pp. 259 and following).



116

for the next 20 years.144 A Sunday Times report of an after-dinner speech he gave in March 
1918 said that, ‘His pet place for speaking is when visiting the “Children’s Hospital”, an 
institution that has benefited generously by his open-hearted largesse.’ 145 And he was 
quite prepared to leverage his largesse for the benefit of the institution.146 His generosity 
qualified him to be one of four Life Governors, and when a Children’s Hospital became 
a physical reality in June 1909 the second of two foundation wards was named in his 
honour. The four-storey medical and surgical block at Princess Margaret Hospital for 
Children that carries his name today signifies his contribution.

The constraints of the First World War — the cost of drugs and medical equipment was 
almost prohibitive — meant that the hospital had to cut back on the growing demand 
for its services. Funding became a major problem. In 1916 Harry was the President of 
the Subscribers, a committee responsible for raising two-thirds of each year’s recurrent 
budget—the State government contributed the other one-third. Harry put his name (and 
probably wrote) the following appeal to the public, an appeal that reflects, perhaps, his 
own sense of loss with his wife and children in England:

Nothing needs or calls for the people’s sympathy so much as a sick child (its 
very helplessness and inability to look after itself must and always will appeal 
to our generosity), … the conservation of child life at the present time is a 
matter of vital importance, children are the State’s greatest asset and each life 
saved helps to minimise the great wastage of human life in the present war. 147

Harry was as concerned by the wastage of the lives of enlisted men during the First 
World War, and their future welfare, as he was at the wastage of the lives of children. In 
December 1891, the wife of controversial businessman, parliamentarian and one-time 
Mayor of Perth, Edward Keane, had bought the Butler’s Hump peninsula in the riverside 
suburb of Peppermint Grove for £1,100, and they occupied the substantial Cappoquin 
House.148 The 3.5-hectare area was renamed Keane’s Point, the name it carries today.149 In 

144  For an account of Harry Boan’s contribution to the Children’s Hospital, see History of Children’s Hospital 
Perth, vol. 1, Princess Margaret Hospital Medical Library, and J. Marshall, Starting with Threepence: the 
story of Princess Margaret Hospital for Children, South Fremantle, WA: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 
1996.

145  Sunday Times, 10 March 1918.

146  An article in West Australian, 3 May 1915, records a visit by members of the visiting J.C. Williamson 
opera company to entertain ‘the inmates’ at the hospital, and a gift of £500 by Harry Boan conditional 
upon the Children’s Hospital raising £2,500. A plan by the opera company to stage a Saturday morning 
carnival in the streets to aid the hospital appeal had to be cancelled on account of its clash with the 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals collection commitment.  

147  Marshall, Starting with Threepence, p. 23.

148  An account of Edward Keane’s career can be found in Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 271 and 
following. See also K. Roberts, ‘Keane, Edward Vivien Harvey (1844 - 1904)’, ADB, OE. Keane was 
controversially involved in the city’s water supply and sanitation following a contract with the Perth City 
Council, let on 21 Oct. 1889, and the pollution of Munday’s Brook by Keane’s Canning Jarrah Mills – 
Stannage, pp. 272-273.

149 For an account of the Keanes Point saga, see A. Lovekin, “Hump” more recently known as Keane’s 
Point: a short historical sketch’, Perth, WA: Dix & Co., 1918, Peppermint Grove Library, File: Local 
History (Peppermint Grove). Relevant documents and correspondence are in the VSL, CMA, Box 
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March 1917, the widow Lilla Keane wanted to sub-divide the land into twenty residential 
blocks. Arthur Lovekin, managing director of the Daily News, was asked to advertise the 
sale, but he believed ‘it would be a sin if [such] a position … were to be distributed among 
a number of owners to the disadvantage of the public’. Harry agreed with him.

Lovekin and Boan bought the land for £5,000 in May 1917. Nationalist Premier Frank 
Wilson endorsed a Government contribution of £2,500 and his successor, Nationalist 
Henry Lefroy, confirmed the commitment when he came to office shortly afterwards. 
Harry wanted Cappoquin House reserved as a convalescent home for invalided and shell-
shocked soldiers, and the rest, he promised Federal Treasurer Sir John Forrest, ‘for the 
enjoyment and recreation of the people of Western Australia for all time’. He accepted 
the role of chairman of an influential committee established to manage the project but 
because of wartime conditions, he and Lovekin carried the purchase debt rather than 
attempt to raise money through public subscription. Harry also paid to extend and furnish 
the house for the servicemen and the staff who cared for them. Despite institutional and 
commercial reluctance to contribute, and opposition from those who believed that the 
Government should pay the entire purchase price, he fulfilled his promise. The Crown 
Solicitor accepted the title deed in August 1918.150

16.0 Conscription:

On 30 August 1916, Prime Minister William Morris Hughes announced that the 
Australian people would vote on whether or not to conscript men to serve overseas with 
the Australian Imperial Forces. This provoked the most divisive political controversy in 
Australian history. Harry Boan himself was centrally involved in the ‘Yes’ campaign, and 
his company was also caught up in the issue. There were two referenda, and a slim majority 
of Australians voted ‘No’ on both occasions. The people of Western Australia, however, 
voted ‘Yes’ by a decisive two-to-one majority. One reason for the western endorsement was 
the well-organised campaign and the roles played by leading public figures who supported 
it—Sir John Forrest, and Harry’s close friend and legal counsel, Sir Walter James. Harry 
actively supported Conscription and contributed funds to the campaigns.151 In his maiden 
speech to Parliament, 19 July 1917, he said,

I believe conscientiously that conscription is a democratic policy which should 
be adopted in Australia. … Men with responsibilities of family should, in my 
opinion, remain here for the present and be used only later on when a supreme 
effort is necessary to terminate the war decisively in our favour.’ 152

2622, Wallets 1 and 2.

150  The Royal Freshwater Bay Yacht Club is sited on the ruins of Cappoquin House. For a history of the 
yacht club see K.G. Tregonning, The Royal Freshwater Bay Yacht Club 1896-1996, Perth, WA: Austed 
Publishing with the Club, 1996.

151  Harry’s Ledger for 3 Oct. 1916 shows an entry ‘Referendum Fund £50’ and for 29 Nov. 1917 an entry 
‘Referendum campaign £100’. Another entry for 13 Sept. 1917 shows ‘State Campaign ? Fund’ £50. 
This is a little ambiguous as the handwriting was difficult to read; hence the ‘?’. This could have referred 
to his own election campaign. The Ledgers are in VSL, CMA, Box 828.

152  WAPD, Council, 19 July 1917, Vol. LV, p. 5. 
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As Rutland records, 13 per cent of Australian Jews enlisted compared with 9.2 per cent 
of the general population. She explained the reason as, ‘Apart from a sense of loyalty, this 
high level of engagement was also due to a desire to counteract the anti-Semitic view that 
Jews were poor soldiers.’ 153

One result of the strong pro-conscription feeling in Western Australia was the pressure 
applied to young men who did not sign up. A deputation from the Western Australian 
Recruiting Committee lobbied Premier Wilson to urge the Commonwealth Government 
to declare vacant all positions held by single men of military age. Following a public 
meeting, employers were requested to use every endeavour to get unmarried males to 
enlist, or produce a rejection badge, or resign from the job immediately.154 Harry recorded 
that women even came into his store and abused men for not enlisting, according to 
historian Bobbie Oliver.155 The Perth City Council and six of Perth’s largest firms obliged 
with this form of economic military conscription—Boans, Brennans, Charles Moore, 
Bon Marché, Foy and Gibson and the Economic Store. 

Western Australian losses in the First World War were high as a percentage of its population, 

153  Rutland, The Jews in Australia, pp. 46-47. Rabbinical leadership supported the war effort, including 
the two conscription referenda, and encouraged enlistment or working on the home front. Rutland 
quotes John J. Cohen, a Sydney politician—who used the example of Moses before he entered the Land 
of Canaan—as saying in the Hebrew Standard of Australasia, 28 July 1916, that, ‘No responsible leader 
could permit any section of the people to escape its equal burden in the perils and the sufferings and 
the anxieties of the nation’s welfare. Nay, further, that the shirker who avoided his personal share was 
a sinner against God as well as against his neighbour.’ All leading rabbis wished to serve as chaplains, 
as did the Rev. David Freeman who served at Gallipoli and in the Mediterranean and French theatres 
until Rabbi Jacob Danglow replaced him in 1918. See also Mossenson, Hebrew, Israelite, Jew, pp. 88-90.

154  The West Australian, 30 March 1917, p. 42, gives an account of one such meeting in the Perth Town 
Hall. When the Mayor, Frank Rea, opened the meeting there were only 13 people present; Harry Boan 
was one of them. Mayor Rea is reported as saying that the ‘business men who were absent represented 
interests which if capitalised would run into millions. ‘The soldiers were required, among other things, 
to safeguard the interests of those who took so small an interest in so vital a question, that after three 
invitations the major portion of the business community in Perth stayed at home. Lieutenant Burkett, 
from the State Recruiting Committee, said that Perth was the worst offender in the State. Perth was 
full of eligible men who would not enlist. The other towns in the State were doing far better than Perth. 
The apathy of the people, he said, was beginning to make the recruiting staff ‘downhearted’. Harry Boan 
then suggested that the recruiting committee ‘should supply lists of eligible men so that they could be 
approached by the principals of the various houses, and the real reasons of those who refuse to enlist 
might then be discovered.’ Harry Brown asserted that the ‘Commonwealth and other banks were the 
worst offenders by refusing to allow their employees to go abroad.’ Many of the merchants, he said, were 
also unable to look at the matter nationally. The Rev. T. Allan told the audience that ‘England had sent 
one in seven, Australia only one in sixteen.’ Mrs Ogilvie said that the time had come when the women of 
Australia should be given a voice in recruiting matters, and that the employers must be approached. ‘The 
women would organise a shop-to-shop, a factory-to-factory, and a house-to-house canvas,’ she said, ‘and 
themselves get at the eligibles.’ The women of Perth would be the conscience of Perth, she concluded, 
they would be ‘an aristocracy of valour.’ (Italics in the original). At the conclusion of the meeting, a 
committee was formed to develop a recruitment plan. Harry Boan and Mrs Ogilvie were elected to that 
planning committee.

155  B. Oliver, War and Peace in Western Australia: the social and political impact of the Great War, 1914-1926, 
Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1995, Chs 2 and 3. Most West Australian men enlisted in the 16th Battalion 
and a record of their heroic exploits at Gallipoli and on the Western Front is recorded in C. Longmore, 
The Old Sixteenth: being a record of the 16th Battalion, AIF, during the Great War 1914-1918, Perth: History 
Committee of the 16th Battalion Association, 1929.
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and those who returned were often mentally and physically broken. Ninety-seven of Boans’ 
employees enlisted and nearly two-thirds of them returned to work. Sixteen young men 
were killed in action and a further eighteen were wounded. Like a lot of organisations, 
Boans erected a Roll of Honour board, elaborately carved from jarrah and prominently 
positioned over the lifts.156 Harry, too old to enlist himself, gave special consideration, as 
did other employers, to those men who returned to work. His son Frank, who served in 
the Navy during the Second World War, did likewise on his return from active service.

17.0 Parliamentarian:

For twenty years Harry Boan had taken his commercial and civic responsibilities seriously 
and with success. He had provided secure employment to many thousands of people—his 
employees and those engaged in local manufacturing whose products Boan Bros offered 
their customers. His employees had sold an extensive range of imported and locally made 
goods at reasonable prices, with a level of service unmatched in Perth. In creating what 
Taylor calls ‘the social space’, Harry and his staff created a new consumer culture as they 
shaped the taste and aspiration of the people of Western Australia, who in turn, showed 
their appreciation by giving Boans their loyal custom and spreading by word-of-mouth 
the company’s good name. According to Taylor, consumer culture appealed to women 
in particular because the department store provided them with a new social space where 
they could enjoy a sense of freedom within the city.157 As we have seen, Harry’s personal 
commitment to the community was evident in his support for the Children’s Hospital 
and the preservation of Keane’s Point in perpetuity for the people of Western Australia.158 

The 57-year-old Harry Boan was now a successful businessman and a respected 
community leader. But there was one area of community service that he had not 
explored—parliamentary politics. He stood for election to the Legislative Council in 
April 1917. When he graciously acknowledged the applause of the large group of business 
and professional men who gathered at the Perth Town Hall to congratulate him on his 
electoral success, he said that ‘the time was ripe for his entry into the political world’. 
No-one there that Saturday night, Harry least of all, anticipated how prophetic his next 
words were:

He could assure them that whatever he did in the course of his political 
career would be done in all conscientiousness and with the most honourable 
intentions, and that if at any time his electors had cause to suspect him of 
any underhand action he would be prepared to pay the penalty of whatever 
misdeeds might be proved against him, and, if necessary to retire from public 
life. 159

156  The board was an accidental casualty in the 1986 Coles-Myer takeover but in 2005 it was restored by 
Talbot Walsh & Company and now has a home in the Army Museum in Fremantle. The board records 
the names of the staff who enlisted, the outcome of their service — Killed in Action, Wounded, Gassed 
— and marks with an asterisk the 63 who returned to Boans employment.

157  Taylor, ‘A Fashionable Production: advertising and consumer culture on the Australian stage,’ p. 122.

158  Appendix 3.3 lists and classifies the major Contributions to charity between Nov. 1910 and July 1918.

159  West Australian, 16 April 1917.
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He went on to say:

He had been an onlooker for 50 years because the opportunity to be otherwise 
had never seemed to present itself. There had been the bitterest strife between 
Labor and Liberalism, but in his opinion that strife was passing away, and 
varying shades of thought were being blended in an intermediate party — a 
National party — (Applause) — in which all would work with one end only, 
to develop the State and place it in the position which it should occupy. He 
believed that people were tired of extremes and extremists, and that it was an 
opportune time for men of reasonable views, who desired only to benefit the 
State, to step into public life; and that was what had prompted him in the 
present critical hour.

The audience would have understood immediately what he meant by ‘bitterest strife’ and 
an ‘intermediate party’. Parliamentary and political  historian, David Black, has said that 
the years from the outbreak of the First World War until the 1924 State election were 
‘as politically unstable as any since 1890.’160 Conscription had split the Labor Party in 
1916 and the parliamentarians who supported Prime Minister William M. Hughes on 
Conscription formed the National Labor Party. There were six in the Western Australian 
Legislative Assembly. At the 1917 State election, a combination of non-Labor elements 
representing National Liberals (the sitting Members of Parliament seeking re-election), 
Nationalists (those seeking election for the first time), National Labor (whose six seats 
would have gone to Labor but for the split) and a new Country Party, succeeded in 
unseating Labor on the Treasury Benches. Despite winning 34 of the 50 Legislative 
Assembly seats (to Labor’s 15), the political turbulence was contagious and the now 
governing Nationalist Party acquired four leaders in three years — and the electorate —
four Premiers.161 By the time James Mitchell was appointed Premier, on 17 May 1919, 
there had emerged three distinct political parties — the well-established Labor Party, and 
two conservative parties that sailed under a flag of convenience — a liberal National Party 
and a strengthening Country Party.162

On 26 March 1917 an extra-parliamentary organisation emerged, a branch of the 
Australian National Federation.163 Harry Boan addressed the inaugural meeting. He was 

160  D. Black, ‘Factionalism and stability, 1911-1947’, in D. Black (Ed.), The House on the Hill: A history of 
the parliament of Western Australia 1832-1990, Perth, WA: Western Australian Parliamentary History 
Project, Parliament of Western Australia, 1991, p. 99.

161  Frank Wilson (appointed Premier 27 July 1916; resigned 28 June 1917), Henry Lefroy (appointed 
Premier 28 June 1917; resigned 17 April 1919), Hal Colebatch (appointed Premier 17 April 1919; 
resigned 17 May 1919; an elected member of the Legislative Council) and James Mitchell (appointed 
Premier 17 May 1919; resigned 16 April 1924 and appointed Leader of the Opposition).

162  L. Layman records the history of the Country Party in ‘The Country Party: rise and decline’, in 
R. Pervan and C. Sharman (Eds), Essays on Western Australian Politics, Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1979.

163  The Australian National Federation comprised three constituent bodies in Western Australia—the 
Liberal League, the National Federation and the National Labor Party. The League and the Federation 
amalgamated to form the National League, with Joseph Allen as president. The National League 
absorbed the other non-Labor groups (with the exception of the Country Party) to form the United 
Party in Dec. 1924. See: D. Black, ‘Allen, Joseph Francis (1869-1933)’, ADB, OE. The Liberal League 
was linked to members of the parliamentary élite. The National Federation was led by men connected 
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not a politician, he said, but a citizen concerned with the welfare of Australia and the 
prosperity of Western Australia. According to the newspaper account of the meeting, he 
advocated ‘a closer and more sympathetic cooperation between the different sections of the 
community and deprecated those who were creating discord and setting one claim against 
others.’ Harry urged the support of the Liberal-Country Party coalition Government 
as ‘the best way of securing the objects which all patriotic citizens desired.’164  So when 
he ‘was waited upon’ three days later and asked to stand for a by-election vacancy in the 
Metropolitan Province, he agreed to stand and ‘contest the seat against all comers.’ 165

A week later, 2 April 1917, another organisation was launched—the National Political 
Reform Association.166 Harry was not at the meeting but was elected a vice-president, 
‘subject to his consent’. I could find no evidence that he consented, but he must have been 
sympathetic to the Association’s Objectives. There were at the time, according to Black, 
many voices of ‘national reason’ seeking ‘national unity’. These groups were usually to 
the Right of party politics, vigorously anti-Labor, which they identified with inter-war 
Communism, and were particularly hostile to the Trade Union movement.167

with the Employers Federation and the Chamber of Commerce. Harry Boan was a member of both. 
Arthur Lovekin, the owner of the Daily News — a paper most critical of Frank Wilson’s leadership 
(Wilson was twice Premier of WA, the second time as leader of a Liberal-Country Party coalition) — 
was also a prominent member of the National Federation and a close friend to Harry Boan. See: D. 
Black, ‘Party politics in turmoil 1911-1924’ in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of Western Australia, 
pp. 395, 401, 404.

164  West Australian, 26 March 1917, p. 8. It was resolved on that Saturday night to form a branch of the 
National Federation. Harry was elected to Parliament twice on a National Federation platform and 
remained a prominent member until 1924.

165  West Australian, 30 March 1917, p. 7. The by-election was caused by the death of A.G. Jenkins 
(Liberal). When it was announced that he would stand for election, Harry was publicly supported by 
the current Speaker of the Legislative Assembly, James Gardiner, and former Premier, Sir Walter James, 
who said that ‘Mr Boan, in entering Parliament, would do so as an ideal business man, who had made 
good in his private business and life, and might be expected to do so also in the Council (Applause.)’, 
West Australian, 3 April 1917, p. 3. In responding, Harry said that ‘he had been told that the Upper 
House was not wanted, as it was only a House of review. He had learnt that at all times intelligent 
and painstaking review improved all schemes for carrying on business. Anything that would not stand 
review was not worth going on with. (Applause).’ The abolition of the upper House was a contentious 
issue at that time.

166  Western Mail, 6 April 1917, p. 44. The National Political Reform Association’s Objects were: ‘(a) To 
gather together the best men from amongst all classes of the community to confer together free from 
party, class or creed as to the wisest measures of legislative enactment necessary for the advancement of 
the State, of Australia, and of the Empire, (b) To promote administration solely in the public interest 
and to strive for the elimination of any spirit in political life that would tend to place “Party” before 
“State”, (c) To seek out and requisition capable and conscientious men to contest seats in Parliament, 
as “National Reform” candidates who may be relied on to serve the best interests of the country as a 
whole; or to support those candidates of whatever party who may be prepared to adopt the platform of 
the association, (d) To co-operate in carrying out the platform of the association which may be adopted 
from time to time as provided for in the constitution.’ I could find no other reference to this organisation 
in Western Australian political writing.

167  D. Black, Personal communication, 28 May 2012. In the Index to Loveday, Martin and Parker’s 
The Emergence of the Australian Party System, the following national organisations are listed: National 
Liberal Union (Qld), National Association (NSW, Tas, Vic.), National Citizens’ Reform League (Vic.). 
National Defence League (SA), National Democratic Association (NSW), National Farmers’ Union 
(Tas.), National Federal Party (NSW), National Liberal League (WA), National Liberal Organisation 
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Harry was elected unopposed on a National Federation platform, to the Legislative 
Council, on 14 April 1917, as one of three to represent the Metropolitan Province.168 
He was given the honour of making the Address-in-Reply — his ‘maiden effort’ 
he called it — on the first sitting day of the Fourth Session of the Ninth Parliament, 
19 July 1917. After asserting his belief in conscription as ‘a democratic policy 
which should be adopted in Australia’, he remarked that ‘I have the honour of being 
the first representative of the National movement elected to this Chamber.’ 169 Ten 
months later, he suddenly resigned.170 It was his political friends, not his enemies, who 
brought him down.171 Politicians received £300 a year and were regarded as paid public 
servants. As Boan Bros was a partnership and not a legal entity, and an agent for the State 
Savings Bank of Western Australia, Harry was perceived to have a conflict of interest.172 

(Vic.), National Liberal Union (Qld), National Liberal and Protectionist League (WA), National 
Political League (Ballarat, WA), National Protection Association (NSW), National Protection Union 
(NSW), National Reform League (Vic.), National Reform and Protection League (Vic.). On inter-war 
Liberalism see Loveday, Martin, Parker and S. Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia, Melbourne, 
Vic.: OUP, 1986/1993, Vo. 4, 1901-1942: The Succeeding Age. For Western Australia see B. Oliver, 
War and Peace in Western Australia: the social and political impact of the Great War 1914-1926, Nedlands, 
WA: UWAP, 1995, esp. Ch. 8, ‘A united front against the common foe: the conservative response.’

168  The Metropolitan Province comprised four Electoral Districts: Perth, East Perth, North Perth, West 
Perth – Constitution Acts Amendment Act 1899 (WA), Part III. – Miscellaneous, Part 1. – Legislature, 
Legislative Council, p. 2. There were three potential competitors in the by-election—T.F. Quinlan, 
Frank Rea (the Mayor) and J.H. Thomson. They all retired on hearing that Harry Boan was standing 
(West Australian, 3 April 1917, p. 7). In 1911, fourteen of the 30 members of the Legislative Council 
were businessmen by occupation. By 1921 that number had shrunk to six. Manual workers had 
increased from 1 (1911) to 9 (1921); Farmer/pastoralists from 6 (1911) to 8 (1921) but Professional/
semi-professional occupations had declined from 9 (including 4 lawyers, in 1911) to 7 (including 2 
lawyers, in 1921) D. Black (Ed.), The House on the Hill, Table 5.8, p. 121. The National Federation was 
led by men connected with the Employers Federation and the Chamber of Commerce. Harry was a 
member of both organisations. The Federation financed and supported candidates of its choice and 
approval. According to Black, ‘These man gave much of their own time to the recruiting drive but they 
were probably also motivated by a desire for greater economy on the part of the government (i.e. the 
Wilson Government) and for a reduction of involvement in state trading enterprises.’ D. Black, ‘Party 
politics in turmoil’, in C.T. Stannage, A New History of Western Australia, p. 395. 

169  WAPD, Vol. LV, 19 July 1917, p. 5. In response to the ‘greatly increased cost of living’, he said that, 
‘Every man, and I might add every woman, should resolve to work harder … let there be no idlers.’ 
Avenues for energetic employment should be opened up to every one of our workers, he said. An 
increase in productivity would be the result.

170  The President of the Legislative Council, Sir Henry Briggs, tabled Harry’s letter of resignation on 21 
Feb. 1918. The letter reads in part, ‘I am taking this course because two days ago my attention was drawn 
to the fact that we have had for several years a branch of the State Savings Bank on the business premises 
of my firm, and that this might possibly be held to be a contravention of Sections 32 [Persons holding 
contracts for the public service shall be incapable of being elected or sitting] and 34 [Any member 
accepting a contract, or continuing to hold any contract after the commencement of the next session, his 
seat shall be void] of “The Constitution Acts Amendment Act, 1899”.’  

171 P. Pendal, D. Black and H. Phillips, Parliament: Mirror of the People? Members of the Parliament of 
Western Australia, Perth, WA: Western Australian Parliamentary History Project, Parliament of Western 
Australia, 2007, pp. 25-27. The then Colonial Treasurer (a pre-Federation terminology not changed until 
a reform-minded Labor Premier Philip Collier assumed office in 1924) James Gardiner, in a ‘private 
capacity’ (according to the West Australian, 27 Feb. 1918), drew Harry’s attention to the Constitution 
Acts Amendment Act and advised him to get legal advice on whether or not he had contravened the Act.

172   The correspondence relating to Boan Bros becoming an agent of the Government Savings Bank is found 
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It may have been regarded by some as only a technical breach of the State’s Constitution, 
corrected with a stroke of an official pen, but to a man like Harry it was a fatal blow to 
the first of his two forays into parliamentary politics. Black suggests there may have been 
more to it than a technical glitch—an unjust accusation of the misuse of public monies.173 

This set of events created a political precedent, and in the political rhetoric of 
the day, shocked the people of Western Australia many of whom ‘besieged’ him 
with requests to renominate. The Government resumed control of the Boan 
Bros Savings Bank agency so he was free to re-nominate if he so desired.174 His resignation 
ensured the integrity of one of the State’s best known, and most respected businessmen 
and community leaders. There was a way in which he could insulate himself from such a 
situation, however, should he again seek public office.

Behind the scenes there was a flurry of telegraphic activity on 1 March 1918, to the 
Secretary of the Federal Treasury in Melbourne (from Harry Boan); to the Acting 
Secretary of the Treasury and to Lord Forrest at the Grand Hotel in Melbourne (from 
Arthur Lovekin of the Daily News).175 Harry was applying for permission to float his 
business as a limited liability company with capital of £100,000 and twenty fully paid 
shares of £1 each; no application to the market, as the whole of the capital would be 

in the VSL, CMA, Box 839. On 27 Feb. 1914, the Boan Bros finance manager, H. J. Davenport, wrote 
to the manager of the Government Savings Bank, Perth, Mr C. Leschen: ‘Referring to our conversation 
this afternoon, relative to opening a branch of the Government Savings Bank in our premises, we now 
make formal application for same.’ The Colonial Treasurer approved the agency and this was conveyed 
to general manager, H. Williams, in a letter dated 13 March 1914. Boan Bros were paid a commission 
of 2/- per £100 on all deposits and withdrawals. On 9 July 1914, Mr Davenport again wrote to Mr 
Leschen: ‘In regard to the Agency of your Bank conducted on our premises, we beg to make application 
for our commission to be increased to 6/- per cent, which we understand is the usual commission paid 
to Agents. The Agency has now been under our charge for about three and a half months and is meeting 
with much success.’ Boans was one of the Bank’s most profitable agencies.

173 Western Australia, Minutes and Votes and Proceedings of the Parliament, 1st Session of the 10th 
Parliament, 20 Nov. 1917 to 30 May 1918, No. 11; Minutes of the Proceedings of the Legislative 
Council, 21 Feb. 1918. D. Black is of the view that an incident a few days earlier may have hardened 
Harry’s attitude. He and a number of other parliamentarians had visited the Collie coalfields following 
a disaster at the Co-operative Mine, a visit organised by the Minister for Mines, Charles Hudson. Press 
reports suggested extravagant expenditure of public monies including the use of a taxi upon return to 
the Central Railway Station. Harry Boan had ordered the taxi and paid for it out of his own pocket, as 
was made clear in Parliament [WAPD, Vol. 56, 19 Feb. 1918, p. 440]. He refused to enter the travel 
expenditure debate — it was a cheap political shot — preferring to concentrate on the coalmining 
industry. Significantly, when he resigned, he returned to the Treasurer all the salary and allowances 
paid to him during his 10-month period as an elected member. See P. Pendal, D. Black and H. Phillips, 
Parliament: Mirror of the People?, p. 27. A month after Harry took his seat in the Legislative Council, he 
made a motor trip to the North West. His object ‘was to get personally acquainted with the practically 
unknown North West district of the State.’ What impressed the people of Carnarvon was that ‘one of 
Perth’s leading business men should give his time to visit’ the area. Before proceeding to Wyndham, he 
invited 40 guests to dinner to celebrate Empire Day (West Australian, 1 June 1917, p. 14). Harry would 
have paid for the dinner out of his own pocket. In his maiden speech, he assured honourable members 
‘that they have no idea of the possibilities of the great North West. … It is a most beautiful part of the 
State, and is only waiting for man to develop it.’ Harry Boan was not only a man of vision but ahead of 
his time in seeing the potential of the State’s North West.

174  Daily News, 22 Feb. 1918, West Australian, 23 Feb. 1918, Sunday Times, 24 Feb. 1918.

175  Copies of the set of telegrams and related correspondence are in the VSL, CMA, Box 838, Wallet 1.
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subscribed privately.176 Lovekin’s telegram to Lord Forrest gave more background to 
the political predicament and asked that he ‘kindly expedite consent’ as nominations 
closed on 8 March.177 Treasury’s response was to call for more business information and a 
justification of the issues. On 4 March, Treasury gave its written consent to the formation 
and registration of Boans Limited but with a nominal capital of £254,000 divided into 
254,000 shares of £1 each, 250,000 of which was consideration for Harry Boan and the 
remaining 4000 shares ‘to employees, friends and relations.178 

Harry did not nominate for re-election. We do not know why. Boans Ltd was registered 
as a private company on 5 August 1918, with the necessary minimum of five shareholders, 
as required by the Western Australian Companies Act 1893, and with a paid-up capital 
of £254,000.179 The change from a partnership which is not a separate legal entity to 

176  In Harry’s telegram, the provisional directors were: Harry Boan, Sophie Boan, Harry Williams 
(manager), Horace James Davenport (accountant) and Edwin Chapman (warehouse manager). All were 
subscribers to the original Memorandum of Association. The request was for an immediate answer ‘as 
matter is urgent’.

177  A. Lovekin’s telegram to the Acting Secretary of the Treasury restated the material sent to Lord Forrest 
and was insurance in case Lord Forrest was still too ill to read it.

178  Harry Boan had sent a telegram to E.J Mulvany (sic), the Secretary of the Federal Treasury, on 3 March. 
In it he outlined his first proposal of a capital value of £100,000 and 20 fully paid shares. He was to get 
100,000 shares as consideration for transferring stock and debt from Boan Bros to the new company, 
Boans Ltd. The ‘remaining twenty shares to go to employees and friends’. The legal requirement was 
for a minimum of 20  shareholders to form a company. He made this proposal ‘in order to keep capital 
company as low as possible.’ He now realised that ‘a more satisfactory method would be to transfer entire 
business including freeholds and all other assets to company.’ According to the last balance sheet, these 
stood at £254,000. He now proposed a consideration of 250,000 shares to himself, and the remaining 
4000 shares to employees, friends and relations. He reiterated a previous undertaking that no approach 
‘will be made to the public for money.’ Either proposal was acceptable to him ‘but prefer latter if in 
your discretion same can be approved.’ A telegram of consent from the Treasury for the ‘formation and 
registration of Boans limited’ was sent on the 4 March followed by a letter of confirmation also dated 
4 March.

179  The West Australian of 12 Aug. 1918, p. 4, announced that ‘The firm of Boan Bros has been re-organised 
and formed into a limited liability company under the title of Boans Limited. The capital of the company 
is £254,000 divided into 282,500 shares, of which 30,000 are issued at 1s each, and 252,500 at £1 each.’  
The Memorandum of Association of Boans Limited was dated 5 Aug. 1918, and listed the names of the 
five foundation Subscribers with their addresses and descriptions. Each Subscriber received one share. 
They were Harry Boan, Perth, Merchant; Sophia Boan of London, Married Woman [Walter James 
acted on her behalf ]; Henry Williams of Perth, General Manager; Edwin Chapman, Perth, Warehouse 
Manager; Horace James Davenport, Accountant, Perth. With the exception of Sophia Boan, all were 
senior employees in the company. An Agreement was made between Harry Boan (vendor) and Boans 
Ltd (the Company) on the 6 Aug. setting out the sale of assets and the consideration involved. Reference 
is made to ‘The vendor’s property at Broken Hill’ and ‘premises in Wellington Street West Perth held 
on lease from the Government of Western Australia.’ The sale of the Broken Hill premises occurred on 
1 Nov. 1918. This is the first of only two references I have discovered to a leased property in West Perth; 
not to be confused with the Company’s factory in East Perth. (Both documents are in the VSL, CMA, 
Box 2622.) Not mentioned in the newspaper report but included in the Memorandum of Association 
was the provision that of the 252,000 one-pound shares, 150,000 of these shares ‘may be issued within 
six calendar months’ of the company’s registration as preferential shares. They conferred the right to 
a fixed cumulative preferential dividend of 7% per annum, and ranked ahead ‘in priority to all other 
shares in the Company.’ On 11 March 1929, 40,000 preferential shares were transferred to Harry’s sons 
Harold and Frank Boan. They yielded a dividend of £2,800 per annum (equivalent to $189,000 p.a. 
in 2010, according to Reserve Bank inflation calculator). 70,000 preferential shares were issued to his 
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a company with a separate legal personality was a first step if Harry was ever to stand 
again for public office.180 It did not solve the problem completely, however, since to enjoy 
‘freedom of political action’ he needed a company with at least twenty shareholders. Boans 
Ltd expanded its number of shareholders from five to twenty before Harry stood for 
election to the Legislative Council in 1922.

After the cessation of First World War hostilities on 11 November 1918, Harry left for 
a long holiday in England. When he returned to Perth in 1920 he found a grieving and 
shell-shocked community. There were new challenges and new opportunities for himself 
and his new enterprise—Boans Limited, Universal Providers, Wellington and Murray 
Streets, Perth.

18.0 Conclusion

The corporate leadership of Boan Bros from 1895-1919 is characterised by entrepreneurial 
capitalism. The charismatic Harry Boan was a first-generation prime mover who 
established the company. He saw opportunity where others had not done so—his selection 
of unpromising land in Wellington Street as the site for his warehouse; his recognition of 
the strategic importance of being close to the new Central Railway Station, for example. 
He was open to new ideas and prepared to travel to see and learn what was happening 
overseas, as Harry’s employer, Anthony Hordern, had done twenty-five years earlier.

Harry attracted to his employ a group of young, energetic and talented men who, like 
himself, were attracted to gold-rush Western Australia by a perception of opportunity. 
From the beginning they were salaried employees upon whom Harry delegated managerial 
responsibility. This method of employment and a policy of promotion from within gave 
the company stability and laid the foundation for it to evolve into a state of managerial 

two daughters Lady Margery Athlumney (widow) and Enid Agnew (married woman). These yielded 
a dividend of £4,900 p.a. (equivalent to $330,500 p.a. at 2010 values).  (Document in VSL, CMA, Box 
838, Wallet 1.) The key points of the settlement Deed were that the income was paid for life ‘for the 
separate use without power of anticipation’ and by Will to any surviving husband; up to one-sixth of the 
Capital could be withdrawn. (Document in VSL, CMA, Box 839.) Both daughters found it impossible 
to live on this income: almost every letter from daughter to father (then from sister to brother Frank), 
from 1932 to 1948 in Enid’s case and from 1932 until her death in 1946 in Margery’s case, is a plea 
for extra money. (Correspondence in VSL, CMA, Box 839.) These financial arrangements were to be 
significant in a court case arising out of Harry Boan’s estate and his indebtedness to Boans Ltd following 
his death in 1941.

180  P. Latimer, Australian Business Law, Sydney, NSW: CCH Australia, 29th Edn, 2010, pp 674-676 
has a Business Structures Comparative Table. Ch. 9 deals with business structures. L.R. Gould’s The 
Legal Framework of Business (in Western Australian and other Common Law Jurisdictions), Guildford, WA: 
Vineyard Publishing Pty Ltd, 7th Edn, 2005, Ch. 3 also treats business organisations. The Boan brothers 
established Boan Bros as principal and agent for each other.  The partnership was not a separate legal 
entity; it did not pay tax: it lodged a tax return but the individual partners paid the tax in their own 
returns. The raising of finance was limited to the partners’ resources. Importantly, financial accounts were 
not divulged to the public. Sets of financial accounts have survived for the years 1913, 1914 and 1915. 
When the company was incorporated as Boans Ltd it acquired a separate legal entity as an association of 
people set up for common objectives set out in the Articles of Association. The obligations and liabilities 
became the company’s not those of either management or members or investors. This meant that Harry 
could stand for public office while involved with Boans Ltd which he could not do as a partner in Boan 
Bros.
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capitalism that was fully realised between the First and the Second World Wars.

Western Australia’s expanding economy and the rapid growth of an urban population 
linked by a network of public transport provided Harry with a unique retailing 
opportunity. From the beginning he adopted a generic strategy of cost leadership which 
influenced the company’s strategic growth. Financial success and consumer demand 
enabled him to finance from internal resources and bank credit two ambitious building 
programs, inspired by his visit to Britain and the United States. The result was a massive, 
modern emporium — ‘a perfect paradise for shopping’ — that became an architectural 
landmark that dominated the city’s skyline. The size of the Boans operation now became 
a competitive force that gave it price and volume bargaining power with its suppliers. The 
customer was the beneficiary.

Harry had already shown his innovative approach to merchandising in the publicity 
campaign that foreshadowed the Great Inspection Night on 5 November 1895. Techniques 
that he had first tried in Broken Hill he now employed in Perth: teasing advertising and 
showmanship in the form of promenade concerts, and transport to take home patrons and 
their purchases. The range and depth of merchandise was sourced locally and interstate 
but increasingly from overseas markets. It was varied, fashionable and new. These practices 
were always carried out on a larger scale than were those of his competitors.

Boan Bros innovation was not confined to merchandise and its marketing. The company 
introduced such customer services as free delivery, and provided in the new emporium a 
generous number of fitting rooms, lavish toilet facilities on each floor, a children’s nursery, 
and, new to Perth, soda fountains. There were technical innovations such as electrically 
operated lifts, retail refrigeration and a pneumatic cash delivery system. Many people 
were probably attracted by curiosity to visit the City store, as was the New Zealand tourist 
James Fraser, but no doubt were soon converted by customer service to becoming buying 
customers.

Key events such as Federation, Royal Visits, and the opening of new premises or services 
were occasions for retail celebration. Boan Bros was not alone in this but did it bigger, 
better and more enterprisingly than its smaller competitors.

From the beginning, Harry was a high profile corporate citizen. His motivation derived 
from two sources: the example set by his Jewish parents, and the community role played 
by the Rev. David Freeman. Two particular projects reveal the obligation of tzedakah: the 
establishment of a children’s hospital and the preservation of the Keane’s Point reserve. 
His support for conscription and his entry into parliament should also be viewed as 
aspects of his corporate citizenship. It is no coincidence that a newspaper report on the 
company’s first days of trading should single out ‘customer service’. It was something 
for which Boans become famous in its ninety year history as tzedakah permeated the 
company’s retailing culture.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MORE THAN A STORE: A PART OF THE COMMUNITY 

(1920-1939)

1.0 Setting:

The period between the First and Second World Wars was one of both significant 
State development and economic catastrophe. According to historian Jenny Gregory, 
Government income and expenditure almost doubled, private investment grew from less 
than half to more than two-thirds of total investment, manufacturing expanded, business 
flourished under the pressure of keen competition, and real estate values rose rapidly.1 
The agricultural and pastoral industries enjoyed a number of record-breaking seasons to 
1928, economist Graeme Snooks noted, until hit by the collapse of international markets 
and the advent of the Great Depression.2 The firm of Boans Ltd used the opportunity 
to contribute to that social and economic transformation, as we shall see, with Harry at 
the helm as governing director. He was supported by the willing hands of some notable 
people, most notably Horace Davenport who was managing director from 1922 until 
1934 when Frank Boan assumed that role after a five-year apprenticeship.3

A special centennial issue of the Western Mail in 1933 said that Boans Ltd was not only 
entirely West Australian owned but ‘they have grown and become prosperous as Western 
Australia has prospered’. Boans was more than a store—‘it is a part of the history of 
Western Australia’. It was a reciprocal dependence, however. ‘Mr Boan owes Western 
Australia a great deal: Western Australia owes him a great deal more,’ the article claimed.4 
Harry and his staff positioned Boans Ltd as a family store, a store that catered for working- 
and middle-class family needs by way of food, clothing, home furnishings and furniture. 
The business was characterised by innovative retailing practice that supported service to 
customers and value for money—to female customers particularly; it was the women who 
did most of the family shopping. Always a leader in corporate citizenship, Harry and his 
company were even more sensitive to the hardships of the Depression. For many families, 
wrote Gregory, ‘poverty was just a heartbeat away in the interwar years’, and Boans was 
a lifesaver.5 It served its customers in a number of ways: the range and quality of the 
products it offered, the facilities and services it provided to make shopping a pleasure, the 
regular bargains available for budget-conscious shoppers.

1   J. Gregory, City of Light: a history of Perth since the 1950s, Perth: City of Perth, 2003, p. 7.

2   G.D. Snooks, ‘Development in adversity 1913 to 1946’, in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of Western 
Australia, Ch. 7.

3   Appendix 4.1 shows the general managers and managing directors from 1895-1984. Executive stability 
and managerial longevity contributed to the company’s success.

4   Western Mail, Special Centennial Issue, 5 Jan. 1933.

5   Gregory, City of Light, Prologue, gives an overview of the period between the Wars.
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In this chapter I want to show the impact of Frank Boan’s return to Western Australia on 
the eve of the Depression, to assume the mantle of governing director on the death of his 
father in 1941; the retail innovations that used end of season bargain sales and a variety of 
price-based promotions to attract customers and increase stock turnover; that capitalised 
on the female demand for education and guidance in the use of health and beauty-care 
products through the media and in-store promotions. The chapter will also describe the 
creative use Boans made of radio — the first mass communication technology to enter 
the home — to promote demand for the new product, radio, through on-air advertising; 
how it also provided pre-sales awareness, education and customer after-sales service. 
Despite the financial impact on the company, Boans management saw the Depression 
as an opportunity for a socially significant capital works program in 1934, described in 
this chapter, and projects developed by staff ameliorated the economic and social impact 
on those most seriously affected by the events of the 1930s. This company behaviour 
fits with Schumpeter’s ‘creative destruction’ paradigm; out of social and economic 
dislocation emerged creative solutions. The chapter will conclude by examining Harry 
Boan’s motivation for his second entry into parliament as a National Party candidate and 
an evaluation of the period of transition from entrepreneurial capitalism to managerial 
capitalism in the way Boans was organised.

2.0 Frank Boan Arrives:

On 20 August 1929, two months before the Wall Street crash — the tsunami that 
preceded the Great Depression — 22-year-old Frank Boan returned to Perth. He had 
been living in England for fifteen years. After his education at Marlborough College (a 
painful experience of anti-Semitism, he told his daughter, Jane), he studied agricultural 
science. He had not thought of a business career as it was expected that his older brother, 
Harold, would take over the business, according to advertising manager, Robert Fletcher.6 
Contemporary photos show Frank to be a slimmer version of his father, with a moustache 
and black, perfectly arched eyebrows, as illustrated in Photo 4.1. He was here, he said, to 
learn the business. In his first interview with the Mirror he revealed a liking for rugby and 
cricket but gave no indication of an interest in horses.7

Through Harry, the shy and diffident Frank met three men his own age: George Gwynne 
who became a partner in the legal firm Parker and Parker, Tom Draper who became a 
magistrate and Keith Ross, a chartered accountant with Cooper Brothers. All remained 
life-long friends. They introduced Frank to fishing and boating at Nornalup, a picturesque 
settlement on the banks of the Frankland River in the south-west of Western Australia. 
They also introduced him to fast horses and faster cars, and took care of his social life until 
he found his feet. Like many in the second generation he sought status and acceptance 
through affiliation: he joined the hunt club, the race club, the cricket club, and cultivated 
a circle of young professional and business people who were to become important contacts 
in the years to follow. By early 1933, according to the Daily News, there was ‘no keener 

6    ‘A history of Boans Department Store’, Private Archives – Boans Ltd 1895-1986, BL, BL-4785 A/9, p. 
12. The author is almost certainly Robert (Bob) Fletcher, Boans advertising manager.

7    Mirror, 24 Aug. 1929.
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huntsman locally than Mr Frank Boan, a keen lover of horseflesh who has acquitted 
himself creditably as an amateur rider’. He was on the WA Hunt Club committee, and 
hunting and polo were now his favourite but expensive sports.8   

Then in July 1933 he had a lucky escape. His horse Vychan was favoured to win a Hurdles 
Race for amateur riders at Belmont Park. The gelding crashed three furlongs from home 
and Frank fell heavily, with his father watching from the grandstand.9 One can only 
imagine the parental anxiety Harry must have felt having lost one son to suicide and now 
seeing his youngest child and heir apparent prostrate on the race course.

Father and son became prominent racehorse owners as well as race track rivals.10 It was 
their mutual indulgence in the expensive sport of horseracing, coupled with the extravagant 
financial demands of Frank’s two sisters in England, and Frank’s purchase of the motor 
launch, Winnilya (Photos 4.2A and 4.2B), which contributed to Boans Ltd’s declining 
financial position between 1935 and 1939. Their legal adviser and close friend, Sir Walter 

8  Daily News, 28 Feb., 27 May 1933.

9  Daily News, 29 July 1933; Mirror, 29 July 1933.

10 Daily News, 14 Oct 1935. The day that Harry’s Gothic Gem won the 1934 Williamstown Cup, the 
last of the four cups run during the Melbourne Cup Spring Carnival, Frank’s horse Esmeric won a 
Karrakatta Plate in Perth. Gothic Gem started at 14 to 1. Harry had £10 (about $750) on the horse—he 
was not a noted gambler. See: Correspondence: Frank Boan to Peter Agnew, undated pencil draft, c.23 
Feb. 1935. VSL, CMA, Box 839, Frank Boan File, 1932-1951, Wallet 1. Frank’s Game Pic was placed 
third in the 1934 Perth Cup.

Photo 4.1

Harry and Frank Boan, 1929

Source: Geoff Moor.
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James, concluded a letter of advice written on 2 December 1938, ‘I wish I could impress 
upon you my dear Frank that Boans is not the solid and permanent proposition you think 
it is and on which you base your expenditure.’ 11 Chart 4.1 shows the trajectory of Net 
Profit between 1926 and 1941. Appendix 5.2C shows more comprehensive data for the 
period 1920-1939.

11 Correspondence: Walter James to Frank Boan, 2 Dec. 1938. VSL, CMA, Frank Boan File 1932-1951. 
The letter describes the ‘large and increasing debt’ Harry has with Boans—‘it does not look pleasant 
on a balance sheet’ (underlining in the original). The letter takes Frank to task for borrowing £10,000 
from the company when he had assets enough to raise the money from his own bank. Father and son’s 
indebtedness to the company, the letter said, exacerbates ‘that d-d overdraft’ which ‘is sucking the blood 
out of the profits’. On 21 Feb. 1938, Frank took delivery of Winnilya, a twin-screw diesel engine launch, 
built by Lawrence & Son in boat-yards near the Barrack Street jetty. It was probably the last vessel built 
there as the boat yards were relocated to make way for Riverside Drive—(West Australian, 21 Feb. 1938). 
A reading of correspondence from Harry Boan’s two daughters, Enid and Margery, from 1930 onwards, 
reveals that in every letter there is little other than a request for money to support an extravagant 
lifestyle. London-based solicitors A.F. & R.W. Tweedie wrote to Harry Boan on behalf of daughter 
Enid Agnew, dated 14 July 1932: ‘Dear Mr. Boan, I only write this letter after being continually urged 
by your daughter, Mrs Agnew, to appeal to you on her behalf to assist her in her serious financial 
difficulties – my own advice throughout having been that she should endeavour to extricate herself with 
the help of a financial scheme which her husband and I framed some little time since and have been 
endeavouring to operate under. The truth is, Mrs. Agnew is an ambitious young woman, but one who 
has never allowed any restraint in money matters to interfere with her plans.’ Enid was then in debt for 
£9,000. Alfred Moore (who became managing director in 1950) wrote to Lady Margery Athlumney on 
14 July 1941, after her request for £12,000 from her father’s Estate, saying that Harry Boan’s Estate had 
been assessed for Probate at £237, and that Harry was indebted to Boans Ltd for £93,114. The debt was 
incurred through monies advanced, over and above dividends and salaries due to Harry, to Margery’s 
bank accounts: £39,756 and £11,919. Harry also borrowed against his AMP Life Insurance policies 
£10,685 and £17,500 and transferred the monies to Margery’s accounts. Moore’s letter concludes: ‘It 
would seem that the late Mr Boan gave money to you, which, in the usual course of events, would 
have formed part of his Estate and been distributed on his death.’ Copies of these letters are in my 
possession. According to Jane Morrison, Frank Boan’s youngest daughter (Personal communication), 
these demands from Edith and Margery continued to be made on their brother after their father died. 
These matters surfaced when Harry Boan’s Estate and assessed Probate were published in 1941 and 
became subject to litigation before the High Court.
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Photo 4.2A

MV Winnilya – Plan

Source: Boans Ltd, ‘Store Data’, June 1938.

Photo 4.2B

MV Winnilya - Completed

Source: Boans Ltd, ‘Store Data’, June 1938.
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Chart 4.1

Boans Ltd Net Profit (£) 

 1926-1941

Source: VSL, CMA, Box 838, Miscellaneous documents, 1926-1930.

Note: These figures were part of the Harry Boan Estate’s answer to the Commissioner for Stamps in the High Court 
Appeal over charges of profiteering and understated income discussed in Chapter Five.

3.0 Financial Analysis:

Financial statements have survived for the period 1919-1939, with sets missing for the 
years 1936-1938. It was possible to construct some of the missing data where comparative 
figures were given in a following year. At the beginning of the Depression, Boans was 
making quite sound financial progress, as illustrated in Chart 4.1. In 1926, the company’s 
net profit was £50,562 and rose to a peak of £71,382 in 1928—at a time when Sidney Myer 
in the larger Melbourne market was making nearly £300,000 profit.12 But then began a 
slide to 1931 when Boans had a net loss of £2,464. According to Edwin Benness, a teenage 
office boy in 1932 who heard the story soon after joining the firm, Harry called the staff of 
between 800 and 900 together and addressed them from the staircase. He told them that 
in order to survive, one-third of them would have to be retrenched. Instead, he proposed 
that one-third stand down each week and that their wages be reduced proportionately. 
‘Your annual wage will be reduced but at least you will have something that will keep you 
in food and clothing,’ Harry reportedly said.13 Work-sharing was probably not unusual 

12  S. Barber, Sidney Myer: a life, a legacy, p. 153.

13  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2546, Tape 1B, p. 15. All quotations attributed to Benness are from this 
source unless indicated otherwise.
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but in Benness’ view, the staff agreed to this proposal and it earned Harry respect from 
staff, customers and the community. Benness recalled, ‘I don’t think there were too many 
others doing this —they just sacked people and that was that.’ The proposal was also 
prudent financial management.

Boans looked after its staff in other ways. Besides providing modern recreation and 
cafeteria facilities, rest rooms and full-time medical staff, the company paid staff on public 
holidays even if not required by Arbitration Court awards to do so. It supported many 
men’s and women’s sporting teams and their participation in suburban competitions, 
and a Boans orchestra played for staff social functions.14 Historian Christopher Wright 
noted, and feminist historians like Reekie assert, this was ‘welfarism’ in the guise of 
philanthropic workforce management.15 It could also be argued, as Wright acknowledges, 
that a contented and healthy workforce was also a productive one. For retailers like Harry 
Boan and his senior staff it was a blend of enlightened management and good business 
sense. Photo 4.3 is an example of Boans’ staff facilities.

Photo 4.3

14 The orchestra reference is in West Australian, 1 Nov. 1935.

15 C. Wright, The Management of Labour: a history of Australian employers, Melbourne, Vic.: OUP, 1995, 
p. 21. ‘Welfarism sought to gain the loyalty of the workforce through demonstrations of employer 
benevolence … Examples might include the provision of superior amenities, encouragement of social 
and recreational activities, profit-sharing schemes, sickness and accident benefits, or company provided 
services and housing.’ Gail Reekie wrote in Temptations at p. 50: ‘Between 1915 and 1930, most of the 
big stores instituted recreational, health and educational welfare programmes for their predominantly 
female workforce in the hope that it would improve productivity, forestall industrial unrest, curtail the 
power of unions, and make labour more efficient.’

Boans Ltd Staff Room and Recreation Area, 11 September 1935

Source: Boans Ltd, ‘Store Data’, June 1938.
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Besides his employees, Harry also looked after some of his suppliers during the Depression 
by introducing a barter system. Farmers would deliver eggs, cheese, butter and almonds, 
for example, and Boans would raise a credit note to the value of goods of a ‘merchantable 
quality’. Boans were not alone in doing this, according to Benness, as the firm of Bairds 
had a similar scheme, but again, given the size of Boans operation it was particularly 
significant.16

But how did the company perform as a business enterprise during the inter-war period? 
Chart 4.2 shows that Sales revenue was relatively stable in the years 1920-1922 but then 
began a steady climb in value as pent-up demand following the austerities of the First 
World War exploded during the 1920s. Sales at £808,373 in 1923 reached £1,292,023 in 
1930, an indexed growth from the 1920 base year to 207, as shown in Table 4.1.There 
was a dramatic reduction in Sales revenue for the years 1931 to 1935 but still in excess of 
£1 million a year.

Chart 4.2

Boans Ltd Sales (£)

1920 - 1939

Source: Boans Financial Statements, J.B. Morrison. Note: Figures were not available for the years 1936-1937. The 
figure for 1938 was reconstructed from 1939 figures.

In 1919, Gross Profit (before Tax) was £26,311 but although fluctuating between 1921 
and 1923, it began a steady climb in 1924, from £33,910 to £71,384 in 1928.17 Chart 
4.1 is a visual display of the Net Profit data and the impact of the Depression years. The 
company profits never fully recovered until after the Second World War. It was during 
these difficult years that Sir Walter James became concerned at Harry’s borrowing against 

16  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 2B, p. 27.

17  The gross profit for 1921 was £32,457, for 1922 it was £1,365 and in 1923 it was £21,567.
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the company and Frank’s lavish life-style spending. It was as if the two men were treating 
the company as their own private bank.

Nevertheless the steady growth in the value of Total Assets, as shown in Chart 4.3, 
underlies the enduring strength of the company. In 1920 the value stood at £361,490 and 
by 1934 had nearly doubled to £660,733. Unfortunately the figures for 1936-1938 are 
unavailable but Chart 4.3 shows a figure of £843,235 for 1939. With 1920 set as the base 
index of 100, by 1939 Total Assets had grown by 233 per cent, as shown in Table 4.1.

The value of the company to shareholders also shows a dramatic growth over the period. 
In 1920 Equity stood at nearly £300,000, as shown in Chart 4.4. This represented a 
return to shareholders of 18.3 per cent when the national average, as shown in Appendix 
5.2F, was 10.1 per cent. Although equity had grown to £554,949 by 1931, it represented 
a return of -0.4 per cent, compared with a national average of 3.7 per cent. It remained 
above £500,000 for the balance of the period but the return on equity did not exceed the 
national average until 1934—6.4 per cent compared with 5.3 per cent.  As Appendix 5.2F 
shows, Boans return on equity remained below the national average until 1941. Dividends 
were paid to preference shareholders — Harry Boan’s children and to himself — but the 
bulk of these monies were retained earnings and used to finance capital works and the 
day-to-day operations of the company.

The conclusion that one can draw is that Boans was a financially sound company that 
managed to grow substantially between the Wars and safely but narrowly survive the 
difficulties of the Depression years, despite the apparent extravagance of father and son.

Chart 4.3

Boans Ltd Total Assets (£)

1920 - 1939

Source: Boans Financial Statements, J.B. Morrison. Note: Figures were not available for the years 1936-1938.
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Chart 4.4

Boans Ltd Shareholder Equity (£)

1920 - 1939

Source: Boans Financial Statements, J.B. Morrison. Note: Statements were not available for the years 1936-1937.

Table 4.1

Boans Ltd Sales, Assets and Equity

Indexed using 1920 as a Base Year

1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929

Sales 100 106 105 130 148 162 173 183 196 201

Assets 100 111 98 105 109 115 112 133 139 157

Equity 100 102 96 100 106 122 127 140 153 147

1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939

Sales 207  171  170  172 167 179 — — 196 192 

Assets 174 163  161 169 183  150 — — -- 233 

Equity  141 197 187 182  193  194 — — 198 193 

I want now to look at the components that contributed to the company’s retailing 
performance. First were the commercial opportunities resulting from the changing needs 
and wants of Australian women.
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4.0 Australian Women:

Portrait painter, Flora Lion, realised by 1922 that Australian women’s figures had changed 
in shape and size since the beginning of the 20th century. Australian women, she perceived, 
were growing in stature and were now more robust.18 In 1926 the directors of Berlei 
Ltd, a Sydney-based manufacturer of foundation garments, commissioned Professor 
H.O. Lancaster to determine the distribution of figure types of Australian women. 
His investigation confirmed the anecdotal evidence that the Australian population had 
changed over time, and supported the trend that Australians were getting heavier but 
not much taller.19 Anthropometric surveys conducted by Maciej Henneberg and Daisy 
Veitch, and reported in 2003, confirmed the trend first reported by Lancaster.20

In the 1920s, women were becoming the centre of retail behaviour and the Berlei study 
formed the basis for women’s sizing until 2007. In 1926 Gael Reekie had drawn attention 
to the ‘ideal modern feminine body’ that emerged from the English physical culture 
movement after the First World War. 21 There, it was a body ‘marked by its slender, physical 

18  Daily News, 15 July 1922. 

19  H.O. Lancaster, ‘Some anthropometrical values of women in Australia’, Medical Journal of Australia, vol. 
II, no. 25, 21 Dec. 1957. Anthropometric data are the ‘measurements of the human body form used by 
designers to represent the human shape and size in designing products, spaces and systems’, according 
to Sizing Up Australia: how contemporary is the anthropometric data Australian designers use? Published by 
the Australian Safety and Compensation Council, Canberra, Jan. 2009, p. 1. ISBN 978 0 642 32841 0 
(PDF online).

20 In 2002, Maciej Henneberg, Professor of Anatomy at the University of Adelaide, in association with 
Daisy Veitch of SHARP Dummies Pty Ltd, collected an anthropometric database in six Australian 
capital cities using 54 manual measurements taken on 1,265 adult women—the Berlei study had taken 
26 measurements on some 5,000 women. The Henneberg-Veitch methodology is described in M. 
Henneberg and D. Veitch, ‘National size and shape survey of Australia’, Kinanthreport 2003: Newsletter 
of the International Society for the Advancement of Kinanthropometry, no. 16, 1 Jan. 2003. The analysis 
of the results appeared in D. Veitch, L. Veitch and M. Henneberg, ‘Sizing for the clothing industry using 
Principal Component Analysis—an Australian example’, Journal of ASTM International, vol. 4, no. 3. 
The most recent review of the subject and the literature is Sizing Up Australia: how contemporary is 
the anthropometric data Australian designers use? published by the Australian Safety and Compensation 
Council, Canberra. According to Professor Henneberg, in Louise Burke’s article, ‘Spreading waistlines 
force size rethink’ (Weekend West [Australian], 5-6 May 2012, p.9), ‘the average woman was 10 to 20kg 
heavier than in the 1920s—when Berlei commissioned its body-shape survey of Australian women.’ 
Henneberg said that manufacturers traditionally up-scaled sizes without taking into consideration the 
changing body shape. Interestingly, the bust measurement was not given in the article’s visual illustration 
that compared a woman’s body of 1928 with that of a woman’s in 2008. I have set out the data as a table. 
Prof. Henneberg provided me with the omitted data for 2008, (the Lancaster paper is the source for 
1928 data) and I have added the change in per cent.

1928 2008 Change %

Height 161.44cm 162.1cm 0.4%

Weight 59.19kg 70.1kg 18.4%

Bust 88.0cm 101.1cm 14.9%

Waist 70.13cm 88.6cm 26.3%

Hip 96.31cm 103.7cm 7.7%

21  According to economic historian Mel Davies, the waist was a fashion feature by 1830 in England. The 
invention of the metal eyelet facilitated tight lacing. ‘Until the late 1890s,’ he wrote, ‘almost continuous 
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freedom and beauty’. In both cases, the modern Australian and English woman’s body, 
Reekie says, ‘was not only healthy, beautiful and heterosexually-oriented, but manifestly 
the outcome of appropriate consumer activities.’ 22 Among those activities were the 
purchase of bathing costumes, sporting and holiday wear—and cosmetics.

Astute, entrepreneurial women played key roles in the development of the cosmetic 
industry, among them Helena Rubenstein (1870-1965) and Elizabeth Arden (c.1878-
1966), a circumstance noted by the American historian Kathy Peiss:

In the early stages of the developing cosmetics industry, from the 1890s to 
the 1920s, women formulated and organized “beauty culture” to a remarkable 
extent. The very notion of femininity, emphasizing women’s innate taste for 
beauty, opened opportunities for women in this business, even as it restricted 
them elsewhere. And women seized their chances, becoming entrepreneurs, 
inventors, manufacturers, distributors and promoters. 23

Peiss also comments that, particularly since the 1960s, feminist writers have made the most 
formidable judgements about cosmetics, the media and the powerful, male-dominated 
consumer industry that, they assert, has contributed to women’s oppression.24 

Before the First World War, wrote Reekie, women ‘other than prostitutes, actresses or 
ladies of high fashion did not routinely wear cosmetics.’ 25 Cosmetics in Australia began 
to achieve a ‘profitable respectability’ in the 1920s. For the retailer, and Boans was no 

and severe constriction was the edict of fashion,’ with the normal female waist measurement an 
estimated 25-28 inches (64-71cms); a constricted waist of 17-21 inches (43-53cms) was not uncommon. 
See M. Davies, ‘Corsets and conception: fashion and demographic trends in the nineteenth century’, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 24, no. 4, Oct. 1982, pp. 617-618. After 1901 waistlines 
were expanding in England as they appeared to be doing in Australia. Helene Roberts says that ‘the 
wearing of the laced corset was almost universal in England and America throughout the nineteenth 
century,’ in ‘The exquisite slave: the role of clothes in the making of the Victorian woman’, Signs, 
vol. 2, no. 3, Spring 1977, p. 558. Advertisements in Western Australian newspapers and the size of 
Boans’ corsetry department would suggest that many Australian women were similarly and fashionably 
confined. David Kunzie challenges a number of Roberts’ assertions in ‘Dress reform as antifeminism: a 
response to Helene E. Roberts’s “The exquisite slave: the role of clothes in the making of the Victorian 
woman”’, Signs, vol. 2, no. 3, Spring 1977.

22  Reekie, Temptations, p. 148. Reekie is indebted to Jill Julius Matthews, ‘Building the body beautiful’, 
Australian Feminist Studies, no. 5, Summer 1987, pp. 17-134, especially pp. 18-19. 

23  See J.R. Poynter, ‘Rubenstein, Helena (1870-1965)’, ADB, OE, and ‘Elizabeth Arden’, Encyclopedia of 
World Biography at www.bookrags.com/biography/elizabeth-arden. Rubenstein used prominent stage 
celebrities to promote her products at 234 Collins Street, Melbourne, among them the musical theatre 
star Nellie Stewart and the opera diva Nellie Melba. ‘Elizabeth Arden’ was born Florence Nightingale 
Graham in Toronto, Canada. Her dictum to American women was “hold fast to youth and beauty”. 
Kathy Peiss outlines everyday cosmetic practices in North America in the 1920s and 1930s, and their 
rationale, in Ch. 6 of her Hope in a Jar: the making of America’s beauty culture, NY: Henry Holt Company, 
1998. The quotation is found on pp. 4-5. 

24  Peiss, Hope in a Jar, p. 4. Or a bottle. Kelly Rawlings told me in an interview (25 Nov. 2004) that her 
mother’s best friend sampled the Boans cosmetic counters every day for thirty years on her way to work 
as she tried on a different perfume. Her work colleagues referred to her as ‘Miss Rich’ because of the 
variety of fragrances they encountered. She was ‘heart-broken’ when Boans closed its doors.

25    Reekie, Temptations, p. 148.
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Photo 4.5

Photo 4.4

Boans Ltd Helena Rubinstein cosmetic counter, c. 1950s

Boans Ltd Fashion Salon, c. 1930s
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exception, the mark-up on cosmetics was between 30-35 per cent.26 The incorporation of 
cosmetics and beauty products into the ‘consumer repertoire of the post-war middle-class 
and respectable working-class women’, she wrote, was largely because of the ‘promotional 
efforts of department-store managers’ 27 There was a concerted effort, she asserts, by 
manufacturers, advertisers and department store managers ‘to intervene in the cultural 
construction of beauty and femininity’.28

The West Australian print media saw a market for articles on women’s health, women’s 
fashion and women’s beauty. Rita Moya was one of many columnists who wrote articles on 
‘How to be Beautiful’ and gave ‘Hints and Suggestions for the Business Girl at Home’.29 
Boans capitalised on this interest with its extensive cosmetic and corsetry departments. 
Madame Pauline, an exponent of Le Charme beauty products imported from France, 
gave public demonstrations and instruction in Boans and followed up with private 
consultations.30 A Boans window display revealed beauty aids from the house of Bourjois, 
a neat pun.31 Kathleen Court, ‘a world famous beauty specialist’, was a regular visitor to 
Boans; she also gave radio talks to an eager audience of women at home.32 Almost every 
beauty specialist or theatre celebrity who came to Perth echoed Court’s impressions:

Nowhere in Europe had she seen smarter or better made-up girls than those 
met every day in the streets of any Australian city. … Australian girls were far 
ahead as far as smart frocking and good cosmetics were concerned. 33

Hairdressing was also a part of the ‘beauty culture’. In May 1939 Mr C. Jules, hairdresser 
to the Duchess of York on her 1927 Australian tour, arrived in Perth to set up a new 
hairdressing salon on the first floor at Boans. At his press interview, reported in the Daily 
News, he said, ‘Millinery and hairstyles should always go hand-in-hand. I intend, as soon 
as each new hat style comes out, to create a hairstyle to suit it.’ 34

Hairstyling was one of his innovations, the permanent wave one of his specialities. There 
were twenty-four cubicles for clients in a setting of American grey ash, with burgundy 
and duck-egg green furnishings. Local staff were specially trained and costumed to 
complement the décor. The introduction of the modern salon was one of Frank Boan’s 

26  Discussion with Joan Campbell, 6 June 2012. Mrs Campbell worked on Boans and then Myer cosmetic 
counters from 1964-1994. She had sales experience with Revlon, Max Factor, Chanel, Dior and Estee 
Lauder, as well as appointments as a sales consultant and buyer for both Boans and Myer. The location 
of cosmetics counters near the main entrances to department stores reflects the revenue significance 
of these ranges of merchandise. Frank Boan’s business report notes a profit margin of 40-50%—see 
Footnote 76 for a comment on profit margins and profit centres.

27 Reekie, Temptations, pp. 148-149.

28 Reekie, Temptations, p. 150.

29 Daily News, 14 Oct. 1922.

30 Daily News, 16 March 1933.

31 Daily News, 22 April 1933.

32 Mirror, 6 May 1933.

33 Sunday Times, 7 May 1933.

34 Daily News, 25 May 1939.
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initiatives. On his first overseas trip as general manager, in 1938, accompanied by his new 
wife, he visited hairdressing salons in London and Paris. He saw that they were a paying 
proposition, that lavish interior displays were not necessary for success — cleanliness, good 
lighting and pleasant surroundings were — but that success depended on management 
— preferably a man — and staff. In his report to the directors he wrote, ‘As we have such 
a good hold on the Cosmetics and Beauty Culture Trade of Perth, I think that a Ladies’ 
Hair Dressing Salon, properly conducted, could not fail to be a success.’ 35

The salon, described by the Daily News as the most up-to-date beauty parlour in Australia, 
opened for business in July 1939 to enormous press coverage.36

5.0 Customer Service:

Boans served its customers in a number of ways: the range and quality of the products 
it offered, the facilities and services it provided to make shopping a pleasure, the regular 
bargains and bargain sales available for budget-conscious shoppers, and the customer-
centred attention given by the staff.

Between the wars, the merchandising staff used some of the most innovative promotion 
techniques seen in Perth. They adopted good ideas from interstate and abroad and 
interpreted them with local flare. Advertisements were large, informative and persuasive. 
Boans was among the first to include product illustrations and photos in its advertising, 
among the first to include fashion graphics, and then models, to display women’s 
garments—and it was the female customer who was most sought after. Prize-winning 
window displays acquired an international reputation. Photo 4.6 is an example. Two 
further examples of award-winning window displays are shown in Appendix 6.1 and 6.2. 
Many competitors adopted similar promotion and pricing strategies but nowhere near as 
consistently as Boans.

Boans stage-managed two bargain sales a year — summer and winter — to clear stock 
at heavily discounted prices for the next season’s merchandise; it did, of course, have 
many specific promotions in between. The main celebration, however, coincided with the 
anniversary of Harry’s birthday on 4 November and the Boans foundation on 9 November, 
as a prologue to a Great Christmas Shopping Fair. Special events were organised as a 
fulcrum for each fair: Boans Toy Town on the Roof (1924), the opening of the Second 
Floor Bazaar (1929), the expansion of the Cafeteria and open-air Roof Garden (1931), 
the Ground Floor extension (1935), the opening of a new dining room on the Fourth 
Floor (1936)—where one could have a ‘well-cooked three-course meal for 1s 6d’, and 
where 20,000 lunches and afternoon teas were served each week.37 

35 F.T. Boan, Travel Report to AGM, 1 Aug. 1939. VSL, CMA, Box Y 839, AGM: 1922-1942, Wallet 1.

36 Daily News, 25 May, 29 June 1939; Sunday Times, 28 May, 2 July 1939; Mirror, 27 May, 1 July 1939; West 
Australian, 30 June 1939.

37 Sunday Times, 8 Nov. 1936; Mirror, 7 Nov. 1936. Geoffrey Bolton records an impression of Boans Ltd at 
this time in A Fine Country to Starve In, Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, 1972, p. 102: ‘Boans was by far the 
biggest shop in Perth, favoured alike by city shoppers and country folk down once a year from the bush; 
Boans wonderful third floor provided half the pots and pans of Western Australia, and its roof-garden 
tea-room was alive with the chat of hatted and gloved Perth ladies resting their feet after an earnest 
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For the 33rd Anniversary (1928), the firm provided ‘the usual free taxi service’, and hired 
eight trains from the Government to run between Perth and Fremantle, Armadale and 
Midland Junction. In the words of the Western Australian Labor movement newspaper 
Westralian Worker, it was ‘not a special stunt [but] a link in the chain of continuity … with 
the firm’s general policy of giving its patrons every possible consideration.’ 38 Two years 
later the chain was broken: there were no free trains, no free taxis. Management used the 
saved money to reduce prices still further.39 But by 1935, the 40th Anniversary, things were 
looking up. There were 151 free trains from six termini (Fremantle, Bellevue, Belmont, 
Armadale, Cannington and Midland Junction) to celebrate the ground floor extensions 
‘in a way that only Boans could celebrate’, according to the Mirror. Trolley bus fares were 

morning’s shopping.’

38 Westralian Worker, 9 Nov. 1928, p. 12. The paper commenced publication in June 1900 and ceased 
in 1951. T.H. Bath of the Australian Workers Association was its first editor. By 1915 it was edited 
by pro-conscriptionist John Hilton who was also treasurer of the pro-W.M. Hughes Labor Solidarity 
Committee, formed in January 1917. Hilton was replaced by John Curtin, a future Prime Minister, 
and under his editorship became implacably opposed to Prime Minister Hughes and conscription. 
Under Curtin the paper’s editorial was consistently moderate and anti-Communist. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that the paper was complimentary to a private enterprise such as Boans Ltd. Sporadic 
references to the Westralian Worker are found in I.H. Vanden Driesen, ‘11: The evolution of the trade 
union movement in Western Australia’ (p. 371); D. Black, ‘12: Party politics in turmoil 1911-1924’ (p. 
391); D. Black, ‘13: The era of Labor ascendancy 1924-1947’ (p. 432)—in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New 
History of Western Australia.

39 Daily News, 6 Nov. 1930.

Photo 4.6

Boans Ltd Brides’ Week Fashion Display, c.1920s

Source: Geoff Moor.
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reduced to 1d on that occasion.40

During the anniversary week the company presented concerts on most afternoons in the 
Tea and Luncheon Room performed by local and visiting artists. In the evenings it was 
in the Roof Garden. In November 1924, for example, the West Australian reported that 
‘a thousand guests or more’ assembled there for a celebrity concert and dance, followed 
by supper.41 On that occasion, 21-year-old Edward Black played Edvard Grieg’s ‘March 
of the Dwarfs’ as a piano solo, and Lillian Crisp, who distinguished herself as a J.C. 
Williamson musical comedy star, sang the ‘Flower Song’ from Gounod’s Faust.42

6.0 Communication Technology:

The communication technologies of wireless, soon to be called ‘radio’, and film, both 
introduced in the 1920s, had a profound influence on social change. Radio reduced 
feelings of isolation in both city and country, and fostered a growing sense of regional 
and community identity. When the farmers’ cooperative, Westralian Farmers, began 
broadcasting as radio station 6WF on 4 June 1924, it was the first of the modern 
media to enter the home. Mrs F.W. Taylor of Albany spoke for many when she wrote, 
‘It was with great excitement … the day our crystal set arrived. We sat around with 
headphones on to listen to the new type of entertainment coming all the way from Perth.’ 43

The first radio sets were called Mulgaphones. A basic model cost £22, at a time when the 
basic wage was £4 10s 0d, and a model with a loud speaker cost £45—a third of the cost 
of a motor car—while a deluxe, continental cabinet model cost £65.44 The arrival of radio 
brought new opportunities for sales and promotion. Boans was a pioneer radio retailer and 
its radio department quickly became popular with customers. It offered ‘receiving sets’, 
sold component parts for the do-it-yourself enthusiast and had department staff who could 
answer technical questions—an asset for furthering the interests of the radio-minded 
public.45 In 1934, Air-Lord sets specially designed for Boans and to local conditions, 
were incomparable for their ‘amazing clarity of tone’. They were also uniquely backed by 
a 12-month guarantee.46 The Silver Jubilee model of 1935 had sold for a premium price 

40 Mirror, 30 Nov. 1935 (free trains) and 2 Nov. 1935 (trolley bus fares).

41 West Australian, 3 Nov. 1924, p. 11. The managing director, as Horace Davenport was called, sketched 
the rise and progress of the firm from 1895. The number of employees had increased, he said, from 40 
to 900.

42 Boans Ltd, 29th Anniversary Celebration 1895-1924, Concert Programme. SLV, CMA, Box 2622. 
Edward Black went on to become one of the most influential music educators in the State and was 
president of the West Australian Music Teachers’ Association for twenty years. See R. Jamieson and D. 
Hough, What Harmony is This? 100 years of the Music Teachers’ Association in Western Australia, Victoria 
Park, WA: West Australian Music Teachers Association, 2010.  References to Lillian Crisp performances 
are in Hough, A Dream of Passion, p. 179, Note 20.

43 See B. Shoesmith and L. Edmonds, ‘Making culture out of air: radio and television’ in G. Bolton, R. 
Rossiter and J. Ryan (Eds), Farewell Cinderella: creating arts and identity in WA, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 
2003. The italic highlight in Mrs Taylor’s comment is from the original, p. 205.

44 B. Shoesmith and L. Edmonds, ‘Making culture out of air: radio and television’, p. 207.

45 West Australian, 14 Dec. 1932.

46 The first Air-Lord reference is in Sunday Times, 8 April 1934, the 1936 prices and press attention are in 
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of £39 10s 0d while the 1936 models were priced at £7 15s 0d for a 3-valve set, £13 17s 
0d for a 4-valve set and £23 15s 0d for a 6-valve set.47 All models attracted considerable 
press attention.

By 1937 the interest in radio was such that a week-long Radio and Electrical Exhibition 
was staged rent-free in Boans Fashion Lounge. The Lieutenant Governor, Sir James 
Mitchell, opened the event and proceedings were broadcast through Perth’s National 
Station by the Australian Broadcasting Company that had taken over 6WF in 1929. Each 
day an entertainment program of instrumental, vocal and comedy artists was broadcast 
and cooking demonstrations were given ‘on the most modern electric stoves’, supplied by 
the fourteen exhibitors but all available for purchase through Boans.48

Harry Boan appreciated the social, and perhaps therapeutic, significance of radio. It was 
in May 1928 that he had donated £50 to the Dunolly Hospital for a wireless set for the 
patients and staff. In recognition of his generosity he was appointed a life governor of the 
institution. It was noted in the Dunolly Hospital Minute Book that the donation ‘would 
perpetuate the memory of an old district family’.49 The Hospital’s 68th Annual Report 
recorded that:

We are very pleased to state that a most efficient wireless set has been installed 
in the institution, consisting of a five-valve set, 21 headphones, and two 
loudspeakers, and at a cost of £80. This was the generous gift of Mr Harry 
Boan, of Perth, WA, a former resident of this district. 50

7.0 Children in Need:

A number of companies helped those in need during the bitter years of the Depression. Two 
of the most memorable examples of Boans civic concern were the Parkerville Children’s 
Seaside Holiday project and the For the Kiddies clothing campaign, both conducted by 
the Boans Employees’ Social Club.

Sister Katherine Clutterbuck, better known as Sister Kate, pioneered the cottage home 
system of childcare in Western Australia on an eight-hectare property at Parkerville 
in the Darling Ranges, under the auspices of the Church of England, from 1901 until 

Mirror, 2 and 9 May 1936, Sunday Times, 3 May 1936, Western Mail, 7 May 1936. 

47 The Silver Jubilee reference is in Western Mail, 2 May 1935.

48  Broadcaster, 3 July 1937.

49  Dunolly Hospital Minute Book 1919-1937, p. 280. Details of the progress from reception to installation 
are found in pages 283, 287, 292-293 and 376. A complete set of Minutes from the hospital’s foundation 
to the present day, beautifully preserved, is kept on site. I acknowledge the assistance of Wayne Sullivan, 
CEO, Maryborough District Health Service, Maryborough, Vic., and Dunolly Hospital staff member, 
Kerran Pierce, for their assistance in gaining access to, and copies of, the Minutes and for permission to 
quote from relevant pages.

50 Dunolly Hospital Minute Book 1919-1937, pp. 292-293. Although Harry had given £50 (c.$3,565 at 
2011 values), the set had to be assembled and installed with its own stand-alone power system as there 
was no electricity in Dunolly at that time. 
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her retirement in 1933.51 The Boans staff decided to give as many of the Parkerville 
orphans as it could, a one-week holiday at Cottesloe Beach in January 1932. They were 
also able to enlist the support of other organisations to create a memorable experience 
for disadvantaged children. The following account of the two projects is drawn from a 
number of newspaper sources.52

Photo 4.7

Boans Ltd Air-Lord Radio Display, 1935

Source: BL, 095746PD.

On the first Sunday in January, forty boys were met at the Cottesloe railway station by 
the Mayor, Mr W.H. Ackland, and two Cottesloe Council representatives, and three men 
representing Boans employees—Messrs G.W. Sinclair, W.B. Williams and R. Shilken. 
The boys were driven to the Cottesloe Hall where they were to camp, and then after 
some ‘light refreshment’ and ‘short speeches’, were allowed to ‘revel in the cool surf for 
the greater part of the day’, while members of the Cottesloe Surf Life Saving Club kept 
watch. For some, it was their first experience of sand and surf, and many appreciated the 
bathing costumes donated by Mrs Baker of Queens Park.

51  Noël Stewart, ‘Clutterbuck, Katherine Mary [Sister Kate] (1861-1946)’, ADB OE.  V. Whittington tells 
the story of the Parkerville Home in Sister Kate: a life dedicated to children in need of care, Nedlands, WA: 
UWAP, 1999. There are specific mentions of the roles played by Harry Boan and by his staff.

52  The following account has been drawn from Daily News, 19 Dec. 1931, 5, 9, 16 Jan. 1932; West Australian, 
4, 5, 13 Jan. 1932, 10 June 1932; and Mirror, 11 June 1932. There is no mention of the Seaside project in 
Edwin Jaggard’s The Premier Club: Cottesloe Surf Life Saving Club, Cottesloe, WA: Cottesloe Surf Life 
Saving Club, 1984 Ch. 3, Crises and champions, which deals with the Club’s history between 1919 and 
1939.
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Excursions were organised on the Swan River, and to Fremantle where the boys were shown 
over the State motor-ship Kangaroo. The management of the Cottesloe Picture Garden 
and Mr Hamilton Brown of the Ambassadors [Picture] Theatre, provided an afternoon’s 
free entertainment, with the Metropolitan Bus Company Ltd providing transport when 
required. Although the company’s Social Club provided meals and bedding, donations of 
fruit and vegetables from Berryman and Langley at the Metropolitan Markets, ginger beer 
from Mr A.W. Jacoby and ice cream from Peters American Delicacy Company ensured 
that the boys, aged four to ten, were not short of food or beverage. The following week, 
forty-five girls, aged three to sixteen, enjoyed similar celebrity treatment.

It was hoped that the seaside visit would become an annual event but there is no evidence to 
suggest that it did. Nevertheless, the project brought joy to the children whose destitution 
confined them to the orphanage, and satisfaction to the Boans workforce. The project 
also illustrates the pulling power Boans had in enlisting the support of other businesses. 
Then in June 1932 Boans staff representatives delivered to Parkerville a final batch of 140 
sweaters — one for each child — manufactured by Perth Knitting Mills from resources 
supplied by the Boans staff.

The For the Kiddies project was more sustained and far-reaching, and involved a wider 
cross-section of Boans staff. The winter of 1931 was one of the coldest on record and 
the Depression was at its height. In May, staff raised money in various ways to purchase 
materials to manufacture into children’s clothes. Every night after hours, staff worked in 
rooms that Boans made available to make 1500 warm garments on nine donated sewing 
machines. Staff in the saddlery department collected 100 pairs of cast-off boots, took 
them home, and reconditioned them. Other companies helped. One lunch hour, staff of 
the Capital Manufacturing Company turned out more than 100 articles using material 
supplied by Boans. Table 4.2 summarises the garments manufactured for the Boans’ 
Employees Social Club. Between May 1931 and January 1932, nearly 7,000 items of 
clothing and footwear were manufactured or repaired For the Kiddies.53

In December 1931 Boans set aside £1000 for Christmas gifts for the unemployed. The 
firm did not itself distribute the gifts and garments but used the Metropolitan Council 
of Unemployment Relief as its agent.  And this was at a time when Boans had its worst 
trading year on record. Nevertheless, the Boans chief accountant and secretary of the 
Social Club, Mr G.W. Sinclair, publicly announced that:

These people are doing wonderful work, and it behoves some of the other staffs 
of large firms to look around and see if they can pull their weight somewhere 
to help some of those who are unable to help themselves. 54

53 Details of the For the Kiddies project are in Daily News, 18 May 1932 and Sunday Times, 22 May 1932.

54 Daily News, 18 June 1931.
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Table 4.2

Boans Employees’ Social Club

Garments and Footwear manufactured for May 1931-January 1932

In 950 instances children of destitute parents received each 2 pairs bloomers 1,900

74 small girls – 1 skirt each 74

380 small children – 2 pairs pyjamas 760

200 small boys and girls – beautiful, hand-knitted sweater 200

761 boys – 1 pair trousers each 761

672 boys – 1 shirt each 672

11 children – nightgowns 11

550 children – 2 vests 1,100

683 children – 1 pair sox 683

200 children – boots or shoes 200

380 girls – 1 frock 380

42 children – raincoats 42

28 children – hats 28

29 girls – petticoats 29

9 bed quilts supplied 9

120 pairs re-soled second hand boots and shoes 120

Total: 6, 969 pieces
Source:  Report, Boans Staff Social Club, 1 May 1932.

8.0 Upsurge:

But not everyone, it would appear, was enamoured either with Boans Ltd or with its 
founder and his son. John Harcourt’s Upsurge, a novel of social realism, appeared in March 
1934.55 It was an immediate sensation, locally and nationally. It was set in Perth in the 
early days of the Depression; Katharine Susanna Prichard called it ‘Australia’s first truly 
proletarian novel’.56 The West Australian reviewer was less charitable: ‘One reads Mr 
Harcourt’s story of Perth and the people of Perth with mingled feelings of amusement 
and incredulity’; it is ‘hard to imagine a more thoroughly unpleasant set of people’.57 
According to Richard Nile in his Introduction to the 1986 facsimile edition, Upsurge 
was banned under Section 52(c) of the Customs Act 1901 on the grounds that it was 
‘blasphemous, indecent or obscene’. It was considered dangerous, he reported, because 
it encouraged rebellion against authority at a time of high unemployment, although it 
did contain scenes of sexuality too explicit for the time. It was only the second work of 
fiction to be so censored, and the first to be banned by the newly formed Commonwealth 
Book Censorship Board. It was also the first Australian novel to be the subject of a police 
prosecution.58

55 J.M. Harcourt, Upsurge: a novel, London: John Long Ltd, 1934; Facsimile edition, Nedlands, WA: 
UWAP, 1986, with an Introduction by Richard Nile.

56 The Pritchard quote and the following facts and quotations are from Richard Nile’s Introduction. 

57 West Australian, 2 June 1934. 

58 The period was one of vigorous censorship particularly of literature from the Left. Before 1928, only 
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What was it that so upset the West Australian’s reviewer, and perhaps Harry and Frank 
Boan in particular? Upsurge depicts Kronen’s Department Store as the largest store in 
Perth (as was Boans), established by James Kronen, the son of a convict and a half-starved 
immigrant girl. (‘It doesn’t do to inquire too closely into the origins of any of our great 
commercial families.’) Kronen had founded his store with the profits from gold stealing, 
in an unpromising part of town (Harry Boan had chosen swampy ground in Wellington 
Street). His two-point philosophy was that the interests of employer and employee were 
always in opposition, and commercial success could be gained only at the expense of one’s 
fellows. Of Kronen’s son, Paul, Harcourt wrote:

Since his recent appointment to the managing directorship of the great retail 
firm of Kronen’s Limited [Paul] had, it was said, increased the turnover by 
half despite the crises [i.e. of the Depression], the arrival of which had more 
or less coincided with his appointment.59

Kronen’s employed about a thousand people (so did Boans), some 800 of them girls, and in 
the novel Paul Kronen reduced the wages of his employees, as sanctioned by the Financial 
Emergency Act. Other retail employers, the novel asserted, had refrained from so doing. 
It could be argued that Boans did in effect reduce wages through the introduction of a 
roster system.

The novel was readily available in bookshop and library and many readers would have 
identified the Kronens and their department store with Harry and Frank Boan and Boans 
Ltd. As I have shown, the Boan’s employment practice during the early Depression years 
was the opposite of that described in the book. As Richard Nile suggests, Harcourt left 
Perth in a hurry, perhaps anticipating a defamation action.60

9.0 Horace J. Davenport:

Horace J. Davenport was appointed general manager in 1922, on the retirement of 
Henry Williams after his ten years in that position. Davenport was also given Power 
of Attorney over Harry’s affairs. This was a prudent measure that enabled the company 
to function in Harry’s absence as Chandler’s entrepreneurial management eased into a 

four books were banned in Australia. In the following ten years, about 2,000 publications were banned, 
including James Joyce’s Ulysses, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell 
to Arms, and Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders—first published in 1772. These comments are based on 
information in Richard Nile’s Introduction to the facsimile edition. The most recent academic 
examination of the history of Australia’s banned books is Nicole Moore’s The Censor’s Library, St Lucia, 
Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2012. The author discusses Upsurge at pp. 86-8 but concentrates 
on the book’s politics and the reasons for its proscription rather than any defamatory implications.

59 J.M. Harcourt, Upsurge, facsimile edition, p. 82.

60 In Richard Nile’s Introduction, he says at p. xxii that Harcourt ‘had fled from his home in Perth amidst 
fears that he was to be prosecuted for slander by a prominent Western Australian businessman who was 
convinced he had been used libelously [sic] as a prototype for one of the characters in Upsurge.’ Nile does 
not name the businessman but I would suggest it could be either Harry or Frank Boan. For comment 
and examples of the use and impact of 5.52(C) of the Customs Act, pp. 2, 17, 32, 84, 104, 119, 126 and 
138.
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form of managerial capitalism.61 ‘Davvy’, as he was known, had joined Boan Brothers in 
1896 as a nineteen-year-old clerk, when the staff numbered twenty. Through ability and 
application, he rose to the position of head accountant. At the time of his death, 30 July 
1934, the staff numbered more than 1,000. That he was one of Perth’s best-known and 
most popular executives, accounts for why eight hundred business people, listed in the 
West Australian, followed a mile-long cortege to Karrakatta Cemetery.62

The Mirror tells the story of how on one occasion an expansive pastoralist from the North 
West, having just built a new homestead, called on ‘Davvy’ with a long shopping list for 
furniture, fittings, billiard table, harness for a buggy team, and a long list of stores. ‘Is there 
anything else you want, anything you’ve forgotten?’ asked the GM. ‘Well,’ was the jocular 
reply, ‘I’ve got all I can think of, except a wife!’ ‘That’s all right. I’ll fix you up,’ and the 
universal provider introduced the customer to a very attractive staff member. A fortnight 
later, the pastoralist returned. ‘It’s all fixed up. Congratulations! We’re getting married.’ 
As a honeymoon present, Boans Ltd gave the newly-weds round-the-world tickets on 
an ocean liner.63 This story illustrates both imagination and generosity—and a sense of 
humour.

10.0 Frank Boan, Managing Director:

In a letter to his brother-in-law, Peter Agnew, in February 1935, Frank wrote that he had 
been appointed managing director, following the death of his predecessor, Davenport, 
and that ‘we are extending our building by 50 ft, both frontages, at a cost of £68,000’. He 
went on to say that a firm ‘has to be progressive’ in the face of national competition and 
that ‘we will have a fine place when finished.’ 64 Benness recalled Harry’s reaction to the 

61 The comprehensive Power of Attorney was dated 3 August 1922, and stamped 22 August, at a cost of £1 
in stamp duty. Apart from his overseas travels on business and to see his family in London, Harry was 
frequently in Melbourne where he had his sisters and their families and his widowed mother, and the 
offspring of his liaison with Rose Dean. He was a keen participant in the racing industry, a member of 
the Victorian Racing Club and the Sydney-based Australian Jockeys’ Association.

62 West Australian, 31 July and 1 August 1934. Henry Williams joined Boan Bros as an accountant in 1896 
and was appointed financial manager in about 1908-1909. After the resignation of Alfred Orton as 
manager in 1909, Williams was appointed general manager, a position he held until his resignation in 
1922 to join his two sons in farming in the Moora district of Western Australia. It was then that Horace 
Davenport was appointed general manager. For background on Henry Williams, see The Cyclopedia of 
Western Australia, vol. 1, pp. 697-698, the Sunday Times, 29 Jan. 1922, p. 23 and The Register (Adelaide), 
10 May 1924, p. 8. For some background on Alfred Orton, see West Australian, 14 Sept. 1898, p. 3 (he 
was described as ‘manager of Boan Bros.’). Orton was charged with violating the Early Closing Act when 
caught working in the Wellington Street display window after hours. Magistrate Roe was sufficiently 
impressed with Orton’s excuse  — he loved his work!  — that he dismissed the case. This brought a 
mordant observation from the Sunday Times columnist who saw the dismissal as another example from 
Roe of one law for the rich and another for the poor. ‘Would he have acted so against the instruction 
of the law if the offender had been a struggling trader?’ he asked. Sunday Times, 30 June 1901, p. 7. 
The West Australian, 20 March 1909, records a Great Social Gathering at which 1,500 were present. 
The headline was: Messrs Boan Bros Entertain Their Manager. Sir John Forrest was the keynote 
speaker to say farewell to Alfred Orton who was soon to undertake a voyage (interstate or overseas is 
not specified). Orton was presented ‘with a handsome dressing-case and other gifts as a mark of their 
esteem’. Presumably he was retiring, after 14 years with the company as general manager.

63 Mirror, 23 Nov. 1935.

64 Correspondence, Frank Boan to Peter Agnew, 23 Feb. 1935, VSL, CMA, Box 839, Frank Boan File 
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Boans Ltd Extensions Since 1895

Source: Boans Ltd, Store Data, June 1938.

negative criticism he received at the time he decided on the extensions—that it was not 
economically or financially wise to undertake a major capital works project at that time. 
Harry’s response was, according to Benness: ‘Now I can extend the store. I can borrow the 
money to do the job and it will provide a lot of work for a lot of people, and those people 
are our customers.’ 65

In 1932 Boans made a net profit of £12,665 but had working capital of £177,838 and, 
despite a net profit of only £5,597 the following year, it had working capital of £159,667. 
Harry’s business optimism was such that Boans management signed a contract for £63,257 
with Messrs A.T. Brine & Sons Ltd on 11 August 1934.  It was for the store’s fourth 
major redevelopment since 1895, as Photo 4.8 illustrates, and was designed this time by 
architects F.G.B. Hawkins and Associates. An extra £20,000 was set aside for equipment 
and a further £5,000 provided for a theatrette and fashion lounge on the first floor. The 
contractor completed the project in sixteen months, not the two years allowed for, and 
gave employment to more than two hundred tradesmen, not to mention local suppliers of 
goods and services.

Photo 4.8

1932-1951, Wallet 1. In the same letter he said that his father’s health had not been good for the last 
eighteen months, and alluded to his sisters’ financial indebtedness to the company.

65 Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 1B, p. 14. Sidney Myer had a similar philosophy: ‘It is the 
responsibility of capital to provide work. If it fails to do this, it fails to fulfil itself.’ Myer spent more than 
£250,000 on reconstructing his Bourke Street premises during the Depression. S. Barber, Sidney Myer: 
a life, a legacy, p. 160.
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The result was a six-storey building with basement at the Murray Street end, and a four-
storey building with basement at the Wellington Street end. The floor area prior to the 
additions equalled 277,197 square feet (6.4 acres or 2.6 hectares); the additions added 
162,663 square feet (2.23 acres or 1.5 hectares), making a total floor area of 379,860 
square feet (8.8 acres or 3.6 hectares). The building now had a capital valuation at more 
than £1 million.66 The split-level meeting between the Wellington Street and the Murray 
Street sections was connected by a set of marble steps that became one of the most famous 
rendezvous in Boans (and the city’s) history.

The first task was site preparation and this required special equipment of a size not seen 
on Perth building sites. The print media frequently published progress reports, illustrated 
with perspective drawings or spectacular photographs of girder-men working fifty feet 
above the ground. These ‘cowboys of the air’ became instant celebrities. The Mirror 
tried to give its readers some idea of the immensity of the extended emporium when it 
told them that to walk the aisles would take twenty miles, the counters thirty miles; the 
shelving, end-to-end, would run Perth to Kalgoorlie and back; the plate glass in both 
street windows would cover three tennis courts. The amount of wrapping paper consumed 
each year amounted to the area of two large farms, and the string to bind the parcels would 
encircle the globe twenty times. Twelve miles of pneumatic tubing conveyed 3,000,000 
sales dockets each year to the cashiers’ desks. Carpeting in the mantle showroom needed 
two miles of the best Wilton pile. And thirty bright red Boans For Service vans, based in 
East Perth, delivered 750,000 packages each year around the expanding metropolitan 
area, and consigned 150,000 parcels to the post office or the railway station.67

Not mentioned were the six lifts now situated throughout the emporium, conveying 
customers to all floors. Or that a ten-ton ammonia compressor in the basement took care 
of the produce kept in four cold-storage rooms. Or that one-ton of ice was made on the 
premises each day for the essential service of the store.68

Such developments did not go unnoticed by Boans competitors, and one of them, Ahern’s 
Ltd, advertised in the West Australian its Heartiest Congratulations. 69

66 Details relating to the building project can be found in West Australian, 1 and 21 Aug., 2 Nov., 1 Dec., 
and 8 Dec. 1934, and 23, 24, 28 May, 4 June, 6 Nov., and 1 Dec. 1935; Daily News, 29 Aug., 1 Nov., 
1934, and 13 Feb., 23 May and 27 July 1935; Mirror, 3 Nov. 1934, and 1 June, 27 July 1935; Sunday 
Times, 28 July 1935. The floor areas are given in Boans Limited, Perth, WA, ‘Store Data’, June 1938. The 
departments by floor level are reproduced in Appendix 4.2.

67 Mirror, 23 Nov.1935. There were some inaccuracies. A garage adjoining the factory housed a fleet of 31 
vans, serviced by Boans staff of mechanics. The fleet catered for the daily delivery of goods. According 
to ‘Store Data’, the fleet covered an annual mileage of 400,000 miles and used 24,000 gallons of petrol 
per annum. The despatch department adjoined the factory and was also the bulk store with a total area 
of 23,616 sq. ft. Here there was a continual inflow of the merchandise sold in the emporium, and that to 
be despatched to customers. The fleet of delivery vans delivered without charge to the suburbs within a 
radius of 40 miles from the store centre. It also delivered country consignments to the Central Railway 
Station. According to ‘Store Data’, an average of 700,000 parcels were delivered to suburban areas each 
year.

68 Boans Ltd, ‘Store Data’, June 1938.

69 West Australian, 2 Dec. 1935.
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As friendly rivals in the retail trade of Perth, we are in a position to fully 
appreciate your enterprise, your courage, and your confidence in the City’s 
future by adding so extensively to an already imposing building.

Another building project, in 1935, was the extension of the East Perth furniture factory, at a 
cost of £2,700, made necessary because of the popularity of Boans furniture, ‘Manufactured 
with Skilled European Labour Only’, a reference to the relentless campaign in the early 
decades of the twentieth century to drive Chinese furniture manufacturers out of business. 
Seventy people were employed there in the manufacture of furniture and bedding for the 
store and for the increasing number of orders from leading hotels and clubs. The new 
facilities meant a further fourteen workers could be taken on.70 

There was by now considerable interest in a proposal to build the Adelphi Hotel at the 
corner of St Georges Terrace and Mill Street, at a cost of £50,000. This had significance 
for Frank Boan.71 The Adelphi Hotel was designed to be the ultimate in comfort and 
modernity and Frank won the right to furnish it. It was the biggest order of its kind ever 
placed in the State, and drew on the resources of every Boans department to provide 
everything from a bottle opener to a Ronisch grand piano.72 Boans imported specially 
designed and manufactured cutlery and crockery for two hundred guests, and two and a 
half acres of top quality, specially designed Axminster carpet. Mr Stringer supervised forty 
staff in the East Perth factory working exclusively on this project for six months to make 
the furniture. Such an undertaking brought kudos to Boans and must have engendered 
personal satisfaction in the many staff who worked on the project. The Adelphi project 
also marked the first Boans venture into the commercial, rather than the consumer, market 
and this became a significant income earner after the Second World War.

In August 1936 Frank, married ‘popular Perth society girl’, Betty Blackman. It was a quiet 
wedding at St Mary’s Church of England, West Perth, to which only relatives and very 
close friends were invited.73 On 14 January 1938, the first of their two daughters, Susan, 

70 West Australian, 2 April 1935. The Boans Limited ‘Store Data’ records the area of the factory as 26,240 
square feet.

71 West Australian, 4 Aug. 1934.

72 The Mirror of 25 Jan. 1936, pp.16-18, had a number of feature stories about the electrical installation 
(‘the largest yet done in Perth’), locally produced paints, plumbing (‘the most extensive contract of 
its kind yet let in the State’), the naming of the ‘Adelphi’ and its design and decoration, its artistic 
painting and wall treatments, the use of ‘the best available’ gas stoves and ovens, and the use of locally 
manufactured chromium tubular furniture. The furnishings of the Adelphi accomplished by Boans were 
described in detail by the paper and headlined as ‘the ultimate of comfort and modernity’. Essentially 
the new Adelphi was ‘A Triumph for Local Men and Materials’.

73 Mirror, 22 Aug. 1936, Sunday Times, 23 Aug. 1936. The reception was held at the Esplanade Hotel, 
where Harry now maintained a permanent suite. Notable among the guests were Frank’s oldest sister, 
Enid, and her husband, Lieutenant-Commander Peter Agnew MP, and his horse trainer, Mr Tommy 
and Mrs Tighe. His widowed second sister, Margery, visited Perth in July 1935 (Daily News, 18 July 
1935, Sunday Times, 21 July 1935) and in January and July 1936 (Daily News, 13 January 1936, and 
undated news clipping July 1936). She did not make it to the wedding, and died by drowning ten 
years later on 10 July 1946, at the age of 47. Edwin Benness said in his BL interview that ‘Harry didn’t 
form part of the Jewish community in Western Australia’ and that he ‘was perhaps a bit of an outcast 
among his own religious community.’ I have found no evidence of this and have shown the opposite 
to be the case. Benness also said in an interview that Harry’s children ‘were brought up as Anglicans.’ 
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was born, and in late June, Mr & Mrs Boan left on the Oronsay for an extended business 
trip to Europe, leaving their five-month-old baby in the care of Betty’s mother, Gladys 
Blackman.74 The reason for Frank’s first overseas business trip was to look at systems of 
stock control ‘in Houses similar to ours’, as well as matters relating to department store 
management and merchandising. He visited all the major stores in London — Harrods, 
Selfridges, John Lewis & Co and their subsidiaries — and reported that he ‘did not find 
any store in England which has as much discount stock on hand as we do after Stock-
Taking.’ 75 He recommended that the annual stock-take be conducted twice a year, and 
that a ‘Cost and Selling’ system of stock control be introduced that would enable Boans 
to produce six-monthly budgets.76 Boans should also strive to increase its gross profit 
margin, he wrote, as most English department stores were at least four per cent higher 
than Boans, closer to thirty per cent, not the Boans twenty-five per cent. From what he 
saw of management and buying behaviour, he concluded:

I can truthfully say, those of our Company in the Executive position can more 
than hold their own with men of similar rank in English stores. Also, many 
of our buyers with their keenness and ambition should be quite competent to 
hold equally responsible positions in any of the largest stores in England.

Staff training was another important consideration. Frank noted the attention Selfridges 
gave to ‘elocution training’ and ‘handed to our Mr Vance instructions and pamphlets 
issued by Selfridges to their staff ’. London’s leading department stores all believed it was 
profitable to employ a high class, well-dressed shop assistant. It was a practice Frank Boan 
admired. As Boans had a reputation for modern fixtures, attractive interior displays and 
eye-catching windows, he was surprised to learn that Selfridges’ fixtures had remained 
unchanged for twenty years. Harrods, on the other hand, had beautiful fixtures, and 
planned to introduce more. Boans’ windows were a fine attraction when compared with 
others but they required considerable time and consumed ‘a great deal of goods to make a 
show’. For Frank, ‘the quality of a display … depends on the individuality of the Display 
Manager’. It was not realised at the time that Boans already employed Philip Loffman, 
the man who was to become one of Boans greatest display managers; he had joined Boans 

Certainly, Frank was married and buried according to the rites of the Church of England. His two 
daughters attended St Hilda’s Anglican School for Girls in Mosman Park, WA. Little is known of 
Frank’s upbringing, either before he left West Perth in 1914 (at the age of seven) or during the 15 years 
he spent in England, before returning to Perth in 1929 at the age of 22. His daughter Jane believes that 
he suffered anti-Semite persecution at boarding school. E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 2B, 
p. 23 and Jane Morrison, Personal communication.

74 Turner’s, July 1938. The second daughter, Jane, was born on 23 Oct. 1939. The Oronsay was also the liner 
on which Rupert Boan arrived in Fremantle in April 1953.

75 F.T. Boan, Travel Report to AGM, 1 Aug. 1939, VSL, CMA, Box Y839, AGM: 1922-1942, Wallet 1. 
All quotations in this section are from this source, unless indicated otherwise.

76 In the days of manual inventory control ‘Cost and Selling’ recording was an innovation for Boans. For 
each item a Cost Price was recorded and a separate Selling Price. The difference between the two 
was the Gross Profit; when expressed as a percentage of the Selling Price, it was  the Gross Margin. 
Example: CP - $100; SP - $120. Gross Profit - $20; Gross Margin – 17%. Each department was a Profit 
Centre enabling different profit margins to be set. Furniture and building equipment, for example, were 
big ticket items with low profit margins (10-15%). Cosmetics were low ticket items with high profit 
margins of 40-50% (in Frank’s Report). Setting six-monthly budgets was also an innovation for Boans.
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in 1935. While in London, Frank interviewed Miss Sandercock, in charge of Harrods 
Children’s Library, and engaged her to take charge of Boans Book Department. 

By the time Frank presented his report to an Annual General Meeting, Mr Jules’ salon 
was already up and running. On Sunday 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Robert G. 
Menzies declared in a radio broadcast that Australia was at war. The following day, Frank 
advised his senior staff that he had enlisted. Six weeks later, his second daughter, Jane, was 
born as Frank prepared Boans Ltd for war service and himself for military camp.

11.0 Parliament:

We do not know what motivated Harry Boan to enter State Parliament for a second time, 
in 1922, as none of his campaign speeches was reported.77 It may have been a sense of 
unfinished business following his resignation from the Legislative Council in February 
1918; it may have been a belief that his business acumen and wide experience were useful 
assets in the debates of the day. When nominations closed on Thursday 2 November for a 
by-election in the Metropolitan-Suburban Province, a province that embraced the districts 
of Canning, Claremont, Guildford, Leederville and Subiaco, Harry Boan, Merchant, was 
the National candidate, and Alexander Panton, Storeman, the candidate for Labor.78

Harry had to be sure, however, that his company affairs were in order. In August 1918, 
Boans Ltd was formed as a company limited in liability with five shareholders. Before 
Harry could re-enter Parliament, there had to be at least twenty shareholders, so in 
October 1922 sixteen hand-picked individuals were offered a small parcel of shares in the 
company.79

At the May 1922 State election, the successful National Party candidate, Dr Saw, had 
secured a two-to-one victory over the Labor nominee, Mr F. Kelsall, with only 25 per 
cent of the electors voting.80 More voters turned out for the 25 November by-election, and 
Harry won decisively for the Nationals, by two-thirds of the formal vote, (3,878 to 2,032 

77 The campaign was short, and upstaged for press attention by the ‘Boss’ Simons affair. J.J. Simons was 
the Labor Member for East Perth in the Legislative Assembly. He was expelled from the Labor Party in 
October 1922 for being too independent minded, resigned his seat in November, contested an election 
as an Independent, but lost after a bitter campaign. ‘I was elected to Parliament with the promise on my 
lips that no outside body would ever come between my electors and myself,’ he was quoted in the West 
Australian, 30 Oct. 1922, p. 8. (There is no consistency in the spelling of ‘Labour’ and ‘Labor’, according 
to political historian, David Black, Personal communication, 22 Nov. 2010. Political scientist L.F. Crisp 
continued to use the spelling ‘Labour’ into the post 1945 era when most other historians had not. Brian 
de Garis uses the spelling ‘Labor’  in his two-chapter contribution to The House on the Hill: a history of the 
Parliament of Western Australia 1832-1990, edited by D. Black, Perth: Parliament of Western Australia, 
1991.)

78 West Australian, 3 Nov. 1922. The by-election was caused by the resignation of Archibald Sanderson to 
stand as a Senate candidate, endorsed by the Country Party, in the forthcoming federal election. 

79 Correspondence: Walter James of Stone James & Co to H.J. Davenport, Boans Ltd, 16 Oct. 1930, VSL, 
CMA, Box 838, Wallet 1. Sir Walter James, former Premier of WA (1902-1904), was a close friend as 
well as legal counsel to Harry Boan—their political philosophies were not dissimilar—and he played an 
important role in managing the 1917 and the 1922 campaigns. See: Lyall Hunt, ‘Sir Walter James the 
social reformer’, in Lyall Hunt (Ed.), Westralian Portraits, Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1979.

80 West Australian, 25 Nov. 1922, p. 10.
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votes).81 Three days later, he took his place in the Second Session of the 11th Parliament, 
swore the Oath of Allegiance in the Legislative Council, and served a full-term, until 
Parliament dissolved on 24 May 1924.82

Again elected on a National Party platform, his statements in the Upper House reveal his 
businesslike approach and his concern to represent the people rather than push his own 
or his party’s position. He had ‘a little knowledge as to the way a keen businessman would 
look at it’, and believed, ‘We should have something easily understandable by the people. 
I have had no idea of forcing my sentiments … down the throats of other people.’ 83 He 
spoke rarely in his second term. 

At the opening of the Third Session, he presented the Address in Reply. He made taxation 
comparisons between Western Australia and the Eastern States and highlighted tensions 
between state and private enterprise; he championed Perth as the cheapest place in 
Australia (‘Competition keeps down prices’) and as ‘a country that provides opportunity 
for young men and those who wish to accomplish something’. He contrasted the high 
business tax paid in WA with the lower tax in Victoria as a disincentive to both investment 
and manufacturing:

In Victoria a man with an income of £1,000 pays 4½d in the £ while in 
Western Australia the amount levied is 9½d, over 100% more than in that 
State … On  £5,000 in Victoria it is 6½d and in Western Australia 3s 6d. … 
[For those keen to invest in manufacturing], it pays them better to manufacture 
in Victoria … Not only can the article be manufactured more cheaply in the 
sister State, but they can be sent across to us and sold at a price which is less 
than that at which they could be manufactured here.84 

There was no keener supporter of local manufacturing than Harry Boan.

Parliamentary and party politics did not ultimately appeal to Harry, however. The Sunday 
Times assessed his political career without identifying any specific achievement, at the 
time of his death, in March 1941:

He was big in vision, big in execution and big in the generosity of his heart. 
Like many other great builders, one of his chief characteristics was the gift 
to make quick decisions. … The ambition of his heart was satisfied when he 
took his seat in the Legislative Council. His political career was not long-
lived, not because he failed to find favour with the electors, for he had their 

81 D. Black, Email communication, 13 Sept. 2006. Alex Panton subsequently entered Parliament and 
became a Cabinet minister. Nationalist Henry Stephenson succeeded Harry Boan, who did not stand 
for re-election, but won with a smaller majority—55% of the formal vote—as against Harry’s 66%.

82 Harry Boan publicly announced in Feb. 1924 that he would not contest the May election. West Australian, 
19 Feb. 1924, p. 6.

83  In the first instance, it was the issue of land tax assessment for the Government’s purpose of acquiring 
land to stimulate closer settlement (WA, Parliamentary Debates, 11th Parliament—Second Session 
1922-23, Vol. 67, p. 1839). The second issue concerned Prohibition (WA, Parliamentary Debates, 11th 
Parliament—Second Session 1922-23, Vol. 67, p. 1917).

84 WAPD, 11th Parliament—Third Session 1923, vol. 68, pp. 382, 383.
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endorsement on two occasions, but by reason of his impatience with what 
he regarded as the slow, ponderous, unbusinesslike machinery of Parliament. 
… He suffered it just as long as he could, and then, with that gentlemanly 
politeness which marked his character, he excused himself from public life. 85

There is no evidence that he influenced party policy or recorded any specific achievements 
in the parliament. It would appear he had neither political ambition nor political 
shrewdness. He was a political innocent during a period of turmoil in party politics.86

12.0 Remembering Harry Boan:

Edwin Benness was a scholarship student in his second year at Perth Modern School 
in 1930 when his father died and he had to leave school. He joined Boans in 1932 as 
an office boy at 17s 6d a week, and retired forty-six years later as managing director and 
chairman of the board of directors. He remembered Harry Boan:

He was very stockily built, a bluff and hearty fellow with a big moustache, a 
rather fatherly figure who was very friendly. Even as an office boy he’d greet 
me if we hopped in the lift together. He used to pat all the kids on the head 
and admire the new babies.87

According to Benness, Harry was a natural retailer with an eye for catchy advertising. 
Some of his advertisements were kept in a folio in the board-room: ‘Men’s trousers – a 
shilling a leg’. An advertisement for meat pies read: ‘Pies to fit boys of any size’. A natural 
retailer for Benness was one who had ‘the ability to get your message across to your 
potential customers, that you have what they want, at a price they want it, and in the 
quantity that they want.’ Harry had that customer-focussed ability as did his grandson, 
Rupert, who joined the firm in 1954, but his son, Frank, did not, according to Benness. 
‘[Harry and Rupert] had an instinct for being able to promote in such a way that people 
were attracted to that particular store. Frank didn’t have the same instincts but he had the 
ability to get other people to do the same job.’

Benness also admired Harry’s style of management. While he was away, as he increasingly 
was, in Melbourne or overseas, he had written reports sent to him then when he returned 
to Perth he would check things over. ‘All he did really was to set the policy and supervise 
to see that things were going as they should do. I think, in retrospect, that was good 
management.’ Harry did a lot of his managing by walking around, especially when he 
returned to Perth after long periods away. One story that has passed into folklore, according 
to Benness, concerned ‘George’, the manager of the piece-goods section. Harry asked, 
‘George, what are your good lines?’ George replied, ‘Oh, Mr Boan, this is a particularly 

85 Sunday Times, 23 March 1941.

86 D. Black in ’12: Party politics in turmoil 1911-1924’, in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of 
Western Australia, gives an account of the political instability during the two occasions in which Harry 
served in the State parliament. It must have been a period of great frustration for a man of Harry’s 
straightforwardness and capacity for getting things done.

87 E.C. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 1B, p. 10 and Tape 2B, p. 23. This paragraph is a composite 
of several quotations. All quotations attributed to him are from this source, unless indicated otherwise.
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good line,’ and he pointed to a bolt of material. He didn’t notice Harry, with his red 
indelible pencil, putting a mark on the material. A fortnight later Harry came back and 
said to George, ‘Now, is that line that you were telling me was selling particularly well, still 
selling?’ ‘Oh yes, I’ve had to re-order, Mr Boan,’ responded George. ‘Have you?’ and Harry 
peeled back the material and said, ‘See that red mark there, George? I put that there last 
time I was here!’ George was moved sideways shortly afterwards to become a floor walker 
instead of a departmental manager. Although by then in his seventies, Harry was still a 
shrewd observer, of staff and customers. 

Benness recalled him saying:

Always give the lady what she wants and never try to talk them out of anything. 
If you can see that they’re keen on something, and perhaps the price might be 
a little higher than expected, go to your departmental manager and get them 
a discount. If you only meet them halfway they think they’ve got a bargain.88

Alice Nannup, born on a station in the Pilbara in 1911, remembered Harry Boan for 
other reasons. As a child, her father introduced her to Harry when he was touring the area 
as a politician. Years later, as a grown up, she came down to the city:

I went along to Boans to buy this dress. When I got there, I ran into old Mr 
Harry Boan … [he] said he recognised me and was surprised to see me grown 
up. He also said it was his birthday that day so I could choose another dress 
and have it for free. I was really thrilled. I only had the one frock when I came 
down from the farm because I was too sick to pack. I’ll always remember that 
old gentleman for that.89

13.0 Conclusion:

Harry Boan had the acumen to appoint good senior staff. In the first forty years of the 

88 This seems almost a paraphrase of a remark made famous by Marshall Field—‘Give the lady what she 
wants!’ According to Gayle Soucek in Marshall Field’s: the store that helped build Chicago, Charleston, SC: 
The History Press, 2010, p. 31, it is said that as Field walked through ‘his retail palace’ one day, he heard 
a salesman arguing loudly with a female shopper. Field stepped in and demanded to know what was 
happening. ‘I’m settling a complaint,’ explained the salesman. ‘No you’re not!’ said Field. ‘Give the lady 
what she wants!’ Soucek concludes: ‘Those six words have been a catchphrase for the Field’s empire up 
through the current day and precisely sum up his customer-centric style.’ The italics are Soucek’s. The 
same could be said of Harry Boan. Perhaps he heard the expression when he was in Chicago. Donald 
Miller gave a more tactful account in the City of the Century: the epic of Chicago and the making of America 
(p. 258). ‘Field’s company motto — drilled into his sales clerks — was: The customer is always right. If 
he saw a customer arguing over a purchase, he would gently pull on the clerk’s coattail and whisper to 
him, “Give the lady what she wants.”’ ‘Give the Lady What She Wants’ was the title of a studio album 
by Lena Horne (released by RCA-Victor in 1958). It was also the title of a popular book by L. Wendt 
and H. Kogan, Give the Lady What She Wants! The Story of Marshall Field & Co, Chicago, Ill.: Rand 
McNally, 1952.

89 A. Nannup, L. Marsh and S. Kinnane, When the Pelican Laughed, Fremantle, WA: Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press, 1992, p. 119. Harry’s birthday was 4 November. Alice was born of an Aboriginal mother and a 
white father. She was removed from her community at the age of twelve and sent to Perth to be trained 
in domestic service. Alice and her friends did a lot of their shopping at Boans. I am grateful to Roslyn 
Seale for bringing this story to my attention.
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company’s history, from 1895 to 1934, there were only three general managers — Alfred 
Orton, Henry Williams and Horace Davenport — before Frank Boan assumed the role. 
This provided stable management as well as accumulating organisational experience that 
became part of the DNA of corporate memory. As Benness observed, Harry set the policy 
and allowed his staff to implement it, while still keeping eyes on the way things ran on 
the shop floor. Harry’s entrepreneurial management style and the stable management by 
good staff were two of the company’s strengths as it evolved into a second generation of 
managerial capitalism.

Harry’s entrepreneurial leadership is further illustrated by his preparedness to undertake 
major capital works during times of economic uncertainty because the company had the 
financial resources and because it provided employment for tradesmen and artisans when 
employment was scarce. Although Boans was not the only firm to do so, as the largest 
private employer in Perth at the time of the Depression he implemented a roster system 
rather than retrench employees. This was a gesture appreciated according to Benness not 
only by staff but also by customers. He also implemented a bartering scheme to assist 
some of his primary suppliers. This preparedness to think and act independently, while 
characteristic of Harry, was a strength from which the company benefited.

The company undertook three major capital work programs — in 1905, 1911 and 1918 
— and in 1934 undertook a fourth. Frank Boan had told his brother-in-law that a firm 
‘has to be progressive’. In 1911 the three-storey emporium with 2,500 square metres (0.25 
hectares) of retail space was regarded as the most modern retail centre in Perth. Now, it 
occupied 3.3 hectares and five storeys of retail and warehouse space. These capital works 
are a measure of the company’s internal growth as it continued to dominate retailing in 
Western Australia. It was also a measure of the confidence management had in the future 
of its Western Australian market. 

This recognition of a promising future was based largely on what Harry and then Frank had 
seen in department store development and management while on business trips abroad. 
Not only did they recognise the need for physical expansion to meet internal growth and 
to provide facilities and services that would attract customers, they also recognised the 
need for innovation in retailing practice. A key element of this was their recognition of 
the importance of female customers. 

Australian women were changing physically; they were growing not much taller but 
more robust. They were changing in their social and emotional expectations as well. The 
cosmetics market, for example, was expanding and Boans became the dominant retailer 
in Perth, supporting a range of products with astute promotion and practice through 
bringing to Perth skilled and internationally recognised practitioners. The print and 
advertising media recognised that women wanted information on health, fashion and 
beauty matters. Boans capitalised on this ‘beauty culture’ and complemented the media 
messages with its product offerings and its promotional activity. The introduction of a 
modern hairdressing salon for women was the consequence of what Frank Boan had seen 
on his first trip abroad.

Boans was the first company to offer free public transport at sales times—a practice 



159

successfully conducted in Broken Hill. This customer service was temporarily abandoned 
during the hardest years of the Depression but the expenditure saved was passed on to 
customers through lower prices.

The most significant technology innovation for Boans was the radio. It became an effective 
advertising medium through programs it sponsored. It was also a new product that Boans 
offered, supported by informed technical sales people and backed by product warranties.

Corporate citizenship was shown in two ways. First, in the way the company and its 
staff worked together on community projects, especially those that involved children: the 
Sister Kate seaside holiday project is one example; the For the Kids project is another. 
These high profile activities were an example to others and a community illustration of 
tzedakah in action.

Harry Boan had already had one attempt at being a parliamentarian. In 1922 he entered 
the Legislative Council again and served a full term. He believed that he had ‘a little 
knowledge as to the way a keen businessman would look’ at a problem or an issue. The set 
of skills he had shown as a successful, decision-making, risk-taking businessman, however, 
were different to the set of skills necessary for a successful politician. Although Harry Boan 
commanded respect within the electorate, there is no evidence that he was a successful 
parliamentarian. Harry never talked or wrote much about his foray into politics or about 
his motives. Doubtless he believed that public life was another aspect of community 
service, but we must recognise that he saw it through the prism of conservative liberalism. 
This recognition should not militate, however, against what was a life long commitment 
to public and community service, his own expression of tzedakah.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE WAR YEARS AND POST-WAR DEVELOPMENT

 (1940-1959)

1.0 Setting:

‘War is a powerful agent of social change,’ observed Geoffrey Bolton.1 Australia’s 
participation in the Second World War brought great social, economic and political 
changes that were not immediately apparent. This chapter will examine some of those 
changes and show, first, how they impacted upon Boans retailing, and second, how Boans 
adapted to these changes while at the same time contributing significantly to the war 
effort — from December 1941 until August 1945 — before responding competitively to 
the opportunities provided by post-war reconstruction. The chapter will also examine the 
firm’s further expansion and modernisation, and the strategic and financial management 
that made that possible in the period 1960-1969, from a single-site city store into a 
suburban and country retailing network.

Harry Boan as the entrepreneurial founder-owner had developed the enterprise through 
what John Adair called ‘action-centred leadership’  but as full-time salaried managers 
assumed wider responsibility in a maturing, increasingly complex organisation, a culture 
of what Chandler called the ‘managerial enterprise’ emerged.2 A second generation family 
member in the form of Frank Boan had arrived, to assume the mantle following his 
father’s death, and he now managed change from a privately owned, family business with 
a mandatory number of shareholders into a public company listed in 1954 on the Stock 
Exchange of Perth. This chapter tells that story. 

At the beginning of 1942 Western Australia had half a million of Australia’s seven million 
people. By the end of September 1945, nearly 62,000 West Australians had enlisted, 
with 35,000 serving overseas. The enlistment rate of more than 13 per cent of the State’s 
population was higher than for any other State, repeating the pattern set in the First 

1 G.C. Bolton, ’11: 1939-1951’, in Frank Crowley (Ed.), A New History of Australia, Melbourne, Vic.: 
William Heinemann, 1974, p. 458.

2 John Adair, formerly a lecturer in military history and leadership training at the Royal Military Academy, 
Sandhurst, developed the concept of ‘action-centred leadership’ during the 1960s. His model of three 
inter-locking circles represented (1) achieve the task, (2) build and maintain the team and (3) develop 
the individual. Harry Boan’s management style fitted this model. Adair’s ideas were codified in Action-
Centred Leadership, London: McGraw-Hill, 1984 and The Action-Centred Leader, London: Industrial 
Society, 1988. Alfred Chandler discusses the ‘managerial enterprise’ in Scale and Scope at p. 240. The key 
characteristics are that the executives have no connection with the founders or their families, and have 
little or no equity in the company. Harry relied increasingly on his executive as he got older and travelled 
more, and after Frank arrived in 1929 his lack of both knowledge and experience made him dependent 
on his executive team.
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World War, and the State paid a high social cost post-1945 as it did post-1918.3 

Shortages of labour and basic commodities made retailing difficult. Boans had to cope 
with a loss of management and shop-floor staff, its male employees in particular, when 447 
if its 1,200 employees (37%) went off to war. Married and single women were employed 
to take their places. Government policies associated with rationing affected the company’s 
commercial activity and so the store traded through a shortage of consumer goods such 
as fruit and vegetables, eggs, butter and bacon, clothing and imported homewares. The 
furniture factory in East Perth, however, held on despite a shortage of raw materials and 
skilled artisans.4 

By mid-1945, the Government began to dismantle its system of central planning 
and control, and addressed the issue of post-war reconstruction.5 Despite shortages 
and frustrations the reconstruction period was a time of ‘increasing confidence, rising 
expectations and accelerating economic growth’, according to historian Ellery. The 
war and the lean years of the Depression, he said, generated ‘three powerful economic 
engines’. These were, first, the pent-up release of consumer demand at home; second, the 
demand for Western Australian commodities, mostly wool and wheat, from war-ravaged 
Britain and Europe; and third, the pressure of dynamic population growth as a result of 
demobilisation, marriage and the resultant ‘baby boom’, coupled with a massive intake of 
migrants and the pressure for housing and infrastructure.6

Over the next twenty years these ‘engines’ lifted Boans and the Western Australian 
economy to levels of unprecedented prosperity. They enabled the company to provide 
for an expanding and increasingly competitive consumer market but it had to modernise 
its operation to ensure it had the capacity, the technology and the staff as well as the 
appealing merchandise to do that. Frank Boan provided the leadership—but first he had 
to bury his father.

2.0 Harry Boan Legacy:

Harry Boan died in Melbourne on 18 March 1941 after a long illness. He left his 

3 The enlistment figures as at 29 Sept. 1945 can be found at the Australian War Memorial (AWM) web-
site – http://www.awm,gov.au/encyclopedia/enlistment/WW2.htm. According to the AWM statistics, 
993,000 Australian personnel enlisted of whom 558,000 (i.e. 56.2%) served overseas. I have applied this 
percentage to the WA enrolment figures to calculate the percentage who served overseas as I have been 
unable to find a more precise figure.

4 Appendix 5.1 reveals some of the annotations in cash books rescued from a waste paper basket that 
record the daily takings in the grocery and provisions department between 3 Nov. 1939 and 18 May 
1944. The juxtaposition of international and local events makes quaint reading today although each 
event was probably regarded as separately significant at the time.

5 See G.D. Snooks, ‘7: Development in adversity’, in C. T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of Western 
Australia, p. 265.

6 For a more detailed coverage of the period 1940-1960, see P. Ellery, Ch. 4, in Patrick Firkins (Ed.), A 
History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, from which the information and the quotations 
are taken. The enlisted figures are not correct – See Footnote 3 – but I have accepted at face value his 
claim that ‘two-thirds of all men between the ages of 18 and 40, the prime of the workforce, had been 
in uniform.’
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son a commercial enterprise centred on one store which had more than one hundred 
haphazardly organised departments; according to advertising manager Robert Fletcher, 
it was a relic of the past when compared with the organisation and layout of some of 
the leading department stores in other capital cities.7 Appendix 4.2, which shows the 
deployment of departments as at June 1938, would suggest an orderly rather than a 
haphazard arrangement. The real challenge for Frank, now the governing director of the 
family-owned company, was to build on his father’s success. What Harry had put in place 
was an executive team of salaried men many of whom had been with the company since 
before the First World War—J.W. Vivian joined in 1900, Alfred Moore in 1909 (or not 
long afterwards), Arnold Hume in 1917, Robert Bowen in 1919. Each was to become 
at some stage the managing director. This team under Frank’s leadership guided Boans 
into an almost unassailable dominance in department store retailing in Western Australia. 
Frank as chairman of directors (from 1954 onwards) was recognised throughout the 
country by 1960 as one of its most respected businessmen. 

Boans closed its doors on Wednesday 19 March as a mark of respect for the man who, said 
the Daily News, ‘continued to the last to take a keen interest in the administration of the 
business he had founded.’ 8 The Fremantle Sentinel described Harry as ‘Western Australia’s 
leading ambassador of commerce.’ 9 There were many similar, expansive tributes but a 
common thread reflected in the West Australian was that ‘few men in Australia were more 
popular with their staff than he’.10 There was also a key clause in his Will that reflected 
the philosophy of tzedakah by which he had lived: ‘For many years past, Boans Ltd have 
made contributions to charitable and benevolent institutions, and I feel confident that the 
same spirit will be continued by that company after my death.’ 11

On 17 September Tom Hughes, lawyer and the Independent Member for East Perth in 

7 This observation is contained in an anonymous document said to be written by Robert (Bob) Fletcher, 
Boans advertising manager. BL, BL-4785 A/9. This assertion has been confirmed by Fletcher’s daughter 
in a Personal communication; she typed the manuscript. Fletcher’s claim that ‘at the main entrance in 
Murray Street, the hardware, tools and saddlery departments were on one side, groceries and food-lines 
on the other, and cosmetic and perfume departments in between’ is at variance with the deployment of 
departments given in Appendix 4.2. Fletcher was undertaking a semi-authorised history of Boans Ltd 
but it never got further than in manuscript form when he retired from the company.

8 Daily News, 18 March 1941.

9 Sentinel, 20 March 1941. The paper also noted that Harry Boan had spent several weeks watching 
business trends in Fremantle before deciding to open in Wellington Street, Perth. His attitude towards 
unions probably influenced his decision.

10 West Australian, 19 March 1941. Harry was also perceived to be Western Australia’s wealthiest citizen. 
Contributing to that belief was an AMP Society brochure, How To Avoid Probate Duties, that used 
him as a case study: ‘ Mr Harry Boan, Perth’s well-known Merchant, after learning that the State and 
Commonwealth would, on his death, take One Quarter of his Estate for Probate Duties, has decided to 
let “Life Assurance carry the burden”, and has taken out an ‘AMP’ Policy for THIRTY THOUSAND 
POUNDS as the nucleus of a fund to meet this inevitable tax on his large Estate.’  Undated brochure, 
‘How To Avoid Probate Duties’, AMP Society, in my possession. I am grateful to Patricia Rock for 
bringing this to my attention. Reference to an AMP commitment of £1875 15s 10d is contained in an 
Auditor’s Report on the Harry Boan Account dated 4 March 1923 for the period 1920-1923. This may 
represent an annual contribution to the insurance policy. See Auditor’s Report, SLV, CMA, Box 2622.

11 Quoted in the West Australian, 31 May 1941, p. 8.
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the Legislative Assembly who, according to Bolton, liked to ‘sniff out corruption’, moved 
for the appointment of a Select Committee to inquire into various aspects of company tax 
avoidance, and Depression and war-time profiteering.12 In the firing line was Harry Boan. 
Innuendo through the medium of John Harcourt’s fiction was one thing; an attack under 
the privilege of parliament was something else. It was a direct assault on Harry’s character 
and credibility. According to Hughes, Harry owed the company £20,000 more than the 
value of his shareholding yet his estate was valued for probate at only £237 18s 6d, the 
excess of assets over liabilities.13 The debate was adjourned until the following week but 
the allegation was now in the public record.

Frank strenuously objected to Hughes’ statements about his father’s financial affairs and 
the management of the company, and publicly denied that Harry had formed Boans Ltd, 
or borrowed against it, to evade probate duty and income tax.14 Justice Minister Nulsen 
tabled a letter from him in the Legislative Assembly which included the company’s net 
profit for the period 1926-1941, as shown in Chart 4.1 in the previous chapter, as well 
as Harry’s contributions to charity.15 This letter only inflamed the Hughes attack. He 
derided Harry’s generosity to his staff and the tightness with which he controlled share 
allocation.16 He also dismissed Harry’s charity as ‘two per cent of the company’s net 
profits’. Appendix 5.4 shows contributions and bad debts as a percentage of net profit for 
the period 1926-1940. Had Hughes had access to these figures he may have been a little 
more circumspect.17 The gifts, he said, represented about 1s per week from a tramway 
man. The motion to establish the Select Committee was lost but not before Hughes had 
accused Harry of buying an Irish peerage.18

12 G.C. Bolton, ‘Hughes, Thomas John (1892-1980)’, ADB., OE. 

13 WAPD, 17th Parliament – Third Session, 1941, vol. 107, pp. 679-687. The gross value of Henry (i.e. 
Harry) Boan’s Estate was £126,423 19s 11d, according to newspaper reports (which were consistently 
accurate). Shares (mostly in Boans Ltd) to the value of £81,014 were one asset. The Estate was indebted 
to Boans Ltd for £93,114. This indebtedness was in part because of gifts he had made to his daughters 
to pay their debts, and his own lifestyle expenditure. See Chapter 4, Footnote 13.

14 Frank Boan was quoted as saying, ‘Mr Hughes’ remarks will, I think, if allowed to go unchallenged, have 
a serious effect on the company’s business and, what I feel more strongly still, on the memory of my late 
father.’ Daily News, 25 Sept. 1941.

15 These profit and loss figures were displayed in the previous chapter, Chart 4.1.

16 Harry Boan’s Will was a long document with a short codicil and dated 30 May 1939 (according to West 
Australian, 31 May 1941). At 31 March 1941 (according to an unidentified newspaper article, with a 
handwritten ‘Melbourne Truth ? March 1942’, and headlined ‘Reputed Richest Man in Western Aust. 
Revelations in the Estate of Harry Boan’, p.6), the shareholdings (to which Hughes may have been 
referring) were: Preference shares: Estate of Henry Boan, 30,000; Sir Walter James (as trustee) and 
Estate of Henry Boan, 175,686; F.T. Boan (governing director), 40,000; George Ridgway (investor), 
3,314; J.A. Vivian (director), 500; Alfred Moore (director), 250; Gladys Blackman (widow), 250. Total: 
250,000. Ordinary shares: Estate of Henry Boan, 50,117; F.T. Boan, 49,910; Sir Walter James, 1; J.A. 
Vivian, 1; J.W. Pointon (director), 1; Alfred Moore, 1; Sophia Boan, 1. Total: 100,032 (of a nominal 
capital of 248,500, £1 ordinary, voting shares.)

17 Discounting outliers (i.e. 1931 when Boans made a loss but still contributed and the years 1931-1933 
when bad debts were very high in the Depression years), contributions represented 3.3 % of net profit 
while bad debts represented 7.7% of net profit—a not insignificant contribution to those who could not 
or would not pay their debts.

18 WAPD, 17th Parliament – Third Session, 1941, Vol. 107, pp. 831-836 and 997-1005. Hughes said: ‘I 
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Probate assessment by the Commissioner for Stamps WA on the value of Harry’s 
shareholding and his indebtedness to Boans Ltd was appealed by his Executors to the 
High Court of Australia. The judgement on 11 October 1946 required a revised valuation 
by the Commissioner and probate was settled at £21,010 14s 7d.19 The Commissioner 
had also claimed that Boans Ltd had made excessive profits amounting to £128,000 
over the years 1939 to 1942.20 The company successfully established that the profits were 
legitimate, and the profit amount the Commission claimed was reduced to £37,000. 
Boans was given two years to pay the reduced amount but the allegation of profiteering 
was never established.21 Nevertheless, I have not discovered any documents that support 
either the Commissioner’s claim, the company’s argument for legitimacy or why the claim 
was reduced to £37,000.

3.0 Wartime Conditions:

When war was declared on 3 September 1939 there was little sense of commitment 
in Western Australia. Recruitment was slow; it was not until Japan entered the war in 
December 1941 that there was a surge of patriotism. Until then, as Bolton has noted, 
‘life on the home front was not unlike peace time, only more prosperous.’ 22 After the 
fall of Singapore, the bombing of Darwin and the strafing of Broome, invasion seemed a 
real possibility, and 60,000 troops were deployed between Perth and Geraldton. Farmers, 
miners, manufacturers and retailers were allowed to continue their occupations, but without 
the prime segments of the workforce—two-thirds of all those aged between eighteen and 
forty years of age were now in uniform. Perth ‘was awash with khaki,’ Gregory wrote. 
When 2,000 American servicemen arrived to man the submarine base in Fremantle and 
the Catalina Flying Base at Crawley, ‘city hotels were booked up, picture theatres were 
packed and dance halls were jumping’.23 

resent the Jews invading Ireland and buying ... peerages. I think they should leave Ireland as a sanctuary 
for Englishmen.’ Harry’s daughter Margery had married the Irish aristocrat Lord Athlumney in 1919. 
See Introduction, Footnote 12.

19 The Executors of the Estate of the Late Harry Boan v The Commissioner of Stamps, Reasons 
for Judgement: Latham C.J., Rich J., Dixon, J., delivered in Melbourne 11 October 1946. See: 
Correspondence, Stone James & Co to Frank Boan, 8 Aug. 1947. SLV, CMA, Box 839, Frank Boan 
File, Wallet 2.

20  I have been unable to establish the basis for the Commissioner’s claim of £128,000 excessive profit. 
As Appendix 5.2C and 5.2D show, the sum of trading profit for the period 1939-1942 amounted to 
£1,329,359 while the net profit for the period 1939-1942 amounted to £154,257.

21 Documents confirming that the allegations were never established are contained in correspondence 
between solicitors Stone James & Co, the Executors of the Estate of Harry Boan, the Department of 
Trades & Customs (Commonwealth Prices Commissioner’s Branch), chartered accountants Edwin V. 
Nixon & Partners and the Commissioner for Stamps (WA), as well as in internal memos of Boans 
Ltd contained in VSL, CMA, Box 838, Wallet 1 and Box 839, Frank Boan File, Wallet 2. That the 
allegations were never established is also summarised in Boans Ltd Diary, 27 June 1936 to November 
1980, in the possession of J.B. Morrison.

22  G.C. Bolton, ‘11: 1939-1951’, in Crowley (Ed.), A New History of Australia, p. 459.

23  See: J. Gregory, City of Light, pp. 11-13 for these quotations. This was not unlike the recruitment response 
in the First World War. See: D. Hough, A Dream of Passion, p. 309 and Endnote 46. Anthony Barker 
and Lisa Jackson have examined the impact of American servicement in WA in Fleeting Attraction: a 
social history of American servicemen in Western Australia during the Second World War, Nedlands, WA: 
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Soon after war was declared, according to economic historian Graeme Snooks, the Federal 
Government introduced controls over wholesale and resale prices, rationed petrol and 
newsprint, restricted the transfer of skilled workers and, through the Western Australian 
authorities, pegged rent levels on property and land.24 Centralised control was further 
extended in late 1941 to cover production and supply in manufacturing, the rural industries 
and transport. Interest rates and profits were pegged and in 1942 the Commonwealth 
took over the collection of income tax and the control of banking.25  Clothing and basic 
food items were also rationed, and coupon cards issued to those entitled to them.

Petrol rationing, announced by the Federal Government in August 1940, was a severe 
blow to retailers, especially those like Boans with extensive delivery systems.26 The weekly 
allowance was reduced from five to two gallons of fuel per vehicle.27 The Chairman of the 
State Liquid Fuel Control Board, R.L. Millar, said that while no sector of the community 
had given greater cooperation than retail traders, he pleaded with the public to reduce its 
demand for home deliveries. The reduction in the extent and frequency of home deliveries 
now meant that almost all household shopping was done personally.28 As a consequence a 
greater number of customers visited the Boans store with its temptations of both a wider 
selection and the trigger of impulse buying. Despite Millar’s plea shoppers still expected 
pre-war service, however.29 And the Boans fleet of more than thirty delivery trucks drove 
the message home that ‘Britain Delivers the Goods’ and ‘Britain is Keeping her Word’.30 
By late 1943 the Federal Government’s controls were beginning to relax as it realised its 
resource limitations. On the one hand, Australia could not satisfy Britain’s raw material 
and food demands; on the other, the threat of Japanese invasion had receded. 

UWAP, 1996.

24 G.D. Snooks, ‘7: Development in adversity1913 to 1946’ in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New History of 
Western Australia, p. 265.

25 The Government’s control of banking affected the Company’s capacity to transfer money abroad to 
pay for merchandise and to remit dividends and monies to family shareholders. Managing director 
J.W. Vivian wrote to Margery Athlumney on 12 May 1941 with the advice that ‘the Commonwealth 
Government recently, under the National Security Act, has restricted the payment of any sum over and 
above £1,000 per annum, to those outside of Australia whose income is derived from Australia.’ On 14 
Feb. 1942 he wrote to both Edith Agnew and Margery Athlumney enclosing a cutting from the 11 Feb. 
issue of the West Australian, with the comment, ‘you will see therein, drastic reductions are being placed 
on incomes of all descriptions; even limiting dividend on capital, which in your case is represented by 
your Shares, to 4% only.’ This effectively cut Harry’s daughters’ income by half. The correspondence is 
in VSL, CMA, Box 839, Frank Boan File 1932-1951, Wallet 1.

26  According to Bolton, interested pressure groups mounted an advertising campaign against this move—
evidence that the Australian public was not ready for wartime sacrifice. G.C. Bolton, ‘11: 1939-1951, 
F.K. Crowley (Ed.), A New History of Australia, p. 460.

27 In 1938 Boans had a fleet of 31 delivery vans that logged an approximate annual mileage of 400,000 
miles, using 24,000 gallons of petrol, according to Boans Ltd, ‘Store Data’, June 1938. This amounts to 
each van covering about 12,900 miles a 52-week year and consuming 774 gallons of fuel, or 15 gallons 
per vehicle per week. Vehicles were averaging 17 miles to the gallon. A reduction first to five gallons 
and then to two gallons per vehicle per week would have had a severe impact on Boans’ delivery service.

28  ‘Women at work’, Current Affairs Bulletin (CAB), vol. 16, No. 3, 9 Oct. 1944, p. 11.

29 Daily News, 3 Dec. 1941.

30 Details are in West Australian, 9 June 1941, Daily News, 2 July 1941 and an unsourced news clipping, 
dated July 1941.
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War had a revolutionary effect on women’s place in the economic life of the community, 
according to the author of a Current Affairs Bulletin, ‘Women at Work’, in 1944.31 The 
First World War accelerated a trend towards the greater emancipation of women, a trend 
that had been noticeable for the previous fifty years. It could be anticipated, said the 
writer, that the Second World War would also accelerate this tendency.32 In the retail 
trade there were 106,400 women employed in November 1941; there were 95,000 in 
April 1944 as women switched to essential industries or joined the services. There were 
eighty-one Boans women who joined up but it is unknown how many left to take other 
forms of employment.33

Boans, like most business enterprises, responded to the war in several ways: its staff enlisted, 
those that remained raised money for the war effort, management and staff adapted 
resources and improvised ways to cope with war-time restrictions, and the company 
invested in war loans.34 Following his enlistment Frank assigned his governing director 
responsibility to J.W. Vivian and the managing directorship to J.W. Pointon. Between 
them these two executives had given almost eighty years of service to Boans and both 
were highly regarded in the business community.35 They were salaried men, unrelated to 
the Boan family, further evidence of a managerial rather than a family capitalism approach 
to running a complex business. 

Frank had been active in the 10th Light Horse militia — not surprising given his track 
record in horsemanship — but when there was no prospect of overseas service, he joined 
the Royal Australian Navy at HMS Leeuwin in October 1941.36 His rank of sub-lieutenant 
was the position he held when he was demobilised in February 1945 after serving overseas 
in the London department of the Royal Navy.37 He came home to the news that his 

31  ‘Women at work’, CAB, Vol. 16, No. 4, 9 Oct. 1944, p. 3.

32 In 1938, 565,000 women were gainfully employed in industry, commerce, domestic work and the 
professions; in mid-1944 it was 719,000, including 50,000 in the armed services. For the first time in 
Australian history, women’s labour was subject to manpower controls, a power invested in the Director 
General of Manpower in 1943. A Women’s Employment Board was set up in early 1942 to set wages 
for women doing men’s work. It was feared that after the war (as it had been after the First World War) 
women would push men out of industry, thus ‘upsetting the balance of our present social order.’ CAB 
‘Women at work’, p. 11.

33 Gail Reekie examines wage discrimination during wartime and explains women’s wartime militancy 
as a consequence of unsatisfactory working conditions, inequitable rates of pay and the exploitation of 
women as a cheap source of labour, in ‘Industrial action by women workers in Western Australia during 
World War II’, Labour History, no. 49, Nov. 1985.

34  The Government controlled public lending and through 14 war loan campaigns, raised more than £950 
million. In 1941, Boans Ltd invested £10K; in 1943, £6K; 1944, 1946 and 1947, £5K. In 1951, the 
Balance Sheet showed an investment of £31,000 in war loans. 

35  Mr J.W. Pointon joined Boans on 12 July 1897. Mr J.W. Vivian joined on 6 March 1900. 

36 The Western Australian Mounted Infantry (W.A.M.I.) has a distinguished history, summarised at 
http://www.lighthorse.org.au/unitsact/10th.http . The 10th Light Horse Regiment was formed entirely 
of West Australians in 1914, but during the Second World War the name was changed three times—
twice in 1942—to 10th Reconnaissance Battalion (W.A.M.I) and then to 10th Light Horse Regiment 
(W.A.M.I.) and finally to 10th Australian Light Horse Regiment. In 1943 the unit gained Australian 
Infantry Force status but did not serve overseas.

37 Frank Boan’s War Record may be found in the Nominal Rolls on the Department of Veterans’ Affairs 



168

horse Loyalist had won the 1944 Perth Cup.38 He was no doubt disappointed not to 
have been at the race track but more significant was the profound respect he now had 
for servicemen and women. He ensured that members of staff who returned were re-
employed. He provided offices, services and resources for a number of organisations 
including Torchbearers for Legacy in WA (Inc.) and the Highgate RSL Sub-Branch of 
which he was one of seventy-one founding members. He also provided these services and 
facilities for those organisations supporting the war-blinded, prisoners of war and war 
widows. He was, too, the Warden of the State War Memorial from 1953 until 1957. As 
the foundation president for Torchbearers he ‘dramatically changed the basic approach to 
fund-raising for Legacy,’ said the late Premier Sir Charles Court. Frank also provided for 
many years a Gunfire Breakfast for friends and fellow servicemen, after the Anzac Day 
Dawn Service but before the Parade, at his home which was then at 44 Parliament Place, 
West Perth.39

During the War, like the staff of many companies, Boans staff made a substantial 
contribution to patriotic causes. It is perhaps arguable that tzedakah, which had by now 
permeated the company, was a component of their motivation. When the Social and 
Sporting Club held its Patriotic Ball at the Embassy Ballroom on 25 May 1940, staff 
had already contributed £1000 to a convalescent home for returned soldiers, sailors and 
nurses. That night, Frank and Betty Boan (wearing a ‘frock of white georgette intriguingly 
allied with black Chantilly lace’) were hosts to Lady Mitchell, President of the Western 
Australian Division of the Australian Red Cross Society, and the Lieutenant-Governor, 
Sir James Mitchell; they presented her with a cheque for another £1000.40

Patriotic billiard matches were played on the second floor when the Empire Champion, 
Robert (Bob) Marshall, took on the local experts in May 1941. Admission was 6d, and the 
proceeds went towards the purchase of a naval ambulance.41 Two months later, Bernice 
Taylor, presented a completely equipped ambulance on behalf of Boans staff to the District 
Naval Officer, Captain C. Farquar-Smith. The staff had taken only five and a half weeks 

website. His Service Number was W34808.

38 Frank Boan owned Loyalist but it was trained by Tommy Tighe, who leased Frank’s horses for the 
duration of the War (Sunday Times, 2 Jan. 1944).

39 A profile of Frank Boan’s after-war service may be found in P. Loffman, 50th Anniversary, Highgate 
1947-1997: Returned & Services League Australia, Perth, WA: The Branch, 1997. The Sir Charles Court 
quotation is from this source as is the information that follows. The inaugural meeting of the Sub-
Branch was held in Boans’ Reception Room on 2 Aug. 1947. Frank was elected a member of the 
committee but declined the role of president; he preferred to work quietly but effectively behind the 
scenes. Luncheon meetings on the first and third Mondays of each month were held in the Reception 
Room until 1960, when they transferred to the Chandelier Room before transferring in 1977 to the 
United Club in St Georges Terrace. Profiles of other Boans servicemen recorded in Loffman’s book 
include Edwin Benness, Keith Bridges, Ernie Caddy, Philip Loffman (who escaped from prisoner of 
war camps in both Italy and Germany) and Frank McAdam. Sir Charles Court was Premier of Western 
Australia from 1974 until his retirement in 1982.

40 West Australian, 27 May 1940. Descriptions of what women such as Betty Boan wore in public life were 
significant in keeping newspaper and magazine readers abreast of fashion. This influenced the work of 
dressmakers and the sale of women’s clothes.

41 West Australian, 9 May 1941, and Daily News, 10 May 1941.
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to reach the required £1,100. It was a phenomenal achievement.42 

The Staff Patriotic Fund was established in July 1941 and by February 1942 the staff had 
raised more than £12,000 through the purchase of War Savings Certificates as well as 
fund-raising activities.43 Boans staff also entertained American troops when they were in 
port, as a letter from Rear Admiral R.W. Christie to Miss Gladys Hope illustrates: ‘May I 
express my appreciation to you on behalf of the thousands of soldiers whom you and your 
group recently entertained so splendidly … at the North Wharf, Fremantle.’ 44

Photo 5.1

Boans Ltd staff donated an ambulance to the Royal Australian Navy, 1941

Source: BL, 221564PD

Each month, parcels were sent to enlisted employees, including the four staff registered 
as prisoners of war.45 For Christmas 1942 the Boans Welfare Officer, Captain Gee, a 
colourful First World War veteran who was decorated with both the Victoria and the 
Military Crosses, arranged dispatch of a card with a 5s postal note to the 366 Boans men 

42 West Australian, 29 July 1941.

43 Daily News, 20 June 1941, and West Australian, 12 Feb. 1942.

44 Correspondence: R.W. Christie, Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy to Miss Gladys Hope, Boans Limited, 23 Dec. 
1943, BL, BL 4785A/5.

45 West Australian, 12 Feb. 1942, recorded four prisoners of war at that time but there were five by War’s 
end: Philip Loffman and William (Bill) Morris who returned, and Albert Cryer, Gordon Evans and 
Eric Gardner who did not.
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and 81 Boans women on active service.46 

As part of its wartime contribution the company also arranged a number of exhibitions. The 
‘men, women and children who stand firm under the wickedest bombardment in history’ 
were captured in seventy photographs depicting ‘The Battle of Britain’. 47 Munitions 
and equipment were displayed to stimulate interest in War Savings Certificates. When 
opening a display on one occasion, Colonel O.V. Hoad said that the people of Australia 
were not doing enough, nor giving enough, to maintain the troops. More money was 
needed, he said. To illustrate the high cost of military equipment the Lord Mayor, Thomas 
W. Meagher, gave some examples—Rifle £9, Depth Charge £50, Vickers Machine Gun 
£250, Sunderland Flying Boat £60,000. These exhibitions drew steady crowds into Boans 
to study first hand ‘the ingenuity of man for destruction’ and the advances made in aircraft 
that would ‘revolutionise travel and promote easier communication between nations’. 
Many consumers accompanied their shopping expeditions with visiting the exhibitions, 
and many of those who came to view stayed to shop.

Captain Gee coordinated training of staff war wardens. By April 1942 there were 108 
certified first aiders organised into twenty-seven first aid parties, and 236 fully trained 
wardens. Four air-raid shelters constructed in the basement to an approved design provided 
protection for 2,000 people. Ceilings were strengthened, stairways added, and hundreds 
of tonnes of sand used for embankments between the shelters. Drills and exercises were 
held regularly for staff, and as a community service, for the public.48

In difficult wartime conditions women turned to more feminine dressing, flowery hats and 
more makeup, according to Doris Harper, a beauty specialist for Paul Duval cosmetics.49 
The demand for beauty products and beauty treatment increased. Women felt it their duty 
to look their best, particularly when their menfolk were coming home on leave, according 
to Freda Ford who visited Perth to open Helena Rubinstein’s Boans salon. Smart Sydney 
women, she said, were going without hats and stockings, preferring neatly dressed hair 
kept in place with either combs or turban ties, and legs ‘dressed’ with a liberal application 
of tanning lotion. 50 The fashions were soon adopted by Perth women and Boans catered 
for their cosmetic demands.

In 1943 the Melbourne-based Federal Minister of War Organisation of Industry, Mr 
John J. Dedman, banned the transport of face powders, lipsticks and other cosmetics 
from Sydney (the centre of the Australian cosmetics industry) to Western Australia. 

46 Details in an unidentified news clipping of 1942, in Boans Clippings Book 1932-1946, courtesy Jane 
and J.B. Morrison. A Foreign Currency Transfer from Boans Ltd to Savage & Phillips, London, dated 
23 Aug. 1943, records the amount of £41 12s 0d transferred for the purpose of ‘Forwarding cigarettes to 
Prisoners of War (Lists will be furnished if required).’ SLV, CMA, Box 839. The Profit & Loss Account 
for 1944 shows a ‘POW Tobacco Account’ for £37, and in 1947, for £157.

47 West Australian, 5 July 1941. All quotations and equipment costs are from this source unless otherwise 
indicated.

48 Daily News, 23 April 1942, 2 June 1942 and 18 Aug. 1942; West Australian, 23 April 1942; Sunday Times, 
27 April 1942.

49 Daily News, 21 Nov. 1940.

50 West Australian, 5 Feb. 1941.
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Local distributors appealed the decision on the grounds that cosmetics were ‘necessary 
to sustain feminine morale’. The Minister’s department responded to the appeal by 
requesting completion of a questionnaire of what the Sunday Times called ‘irrelevant, 
time-consuming items.’ 51

4.0 Financial Performance, 1940-1945:

Tables 5.1 and 5.2 display some key financial statements. A more complete set of financial 
data is in Appendix 5.2D and 5.2E. It is important to remember that the figures refer 
to the previous year’s trading. Even before the declaration of war, Sales had begun to 
decline, from £1.22 million in 1938 (i.e. the 1937 trading year) to £1.16 million in 1940. 
According to the company’s auditors, Smith & Goyder, the sales decrease was caused by 
the low price of wool and wheat and the effects of international unrest.52 The extensive 
farming community represented some of Boans’ largest and most loyal customers. The 
mail order department was one barometer of economic pressure. During 1938-1939, mail 
order numbers were down by 5,133 (the previous year’s figure was not available) and the 
average value per purchase declined from 19/0d to 18/3d. The decline was not so much 
in fewer numbers as in the purchase of smaller parcels at longer intervals, according to 
auditors Smith & Goyder.53 

Only necessities were purchased and so stock turnover was down. The significance of this 
was that as the average stock level was higher compared to sales, so too were inventory 
costs. More money was required through bank borrowing to run the business and so the 
interest expense was higher. Working capital — the money needed to fund the day-to-day 
operation of a business — decreased from £55,556 in 1938 to £37,411 in 1939, and then 

51  Sunday Times, 15 May 1943. J.J. Dedman became Minister for Post-War Reconstruction from early 1945 
and was instrumental in a scheme to finance war service homes. He is remembered for many tactless 
comments, among them that the Government should not give too much help to home buyers because 
it (or rather he) did not want the workers to become little capitalists. It is an interesting assertation that 
owning, or aspiring to own, your own home makes one a capitalist. Quoted by G.C. Bolton, ‘11: 1939-
1951’, F.K. Crowley (Ed.), A New History of Australia, p. 479.

52  An account of the State’s economic history is given by J. Mayman & M.J. Davies, ‘3: 1930-1945’, in 
P. Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce & Industry in Western Australia. Data is taken from this source. 
Between 1935 and 1937, the average price of wool was 13.47 pence a pound; in 1938-39 it declined to 
9.81 pence a pound, a severe blow to pastoralists recovering from years of drought-induced hardship 
(from 1934 to 1939). They were some of Boans Ltd’s best and most loyal customers. There was also 
a decline in wool production and sheep numbers, as well as competition from substitute fibres such 
as rayon. More than 80 per cent of Australian wool was used for clothing. Customers spent less on 
clothing when times were tough. Things improved when Britain agreed to buy the entire Australian 
wartime wool clip between July 1942 and 1946, to satisfy its demand for woollen clothing, and paid 
13.44 pence a pound rising to 15.35 pence a pound. This enhanced primary income had a flow-on 
impact in the community that ultimately benefited Boans sales figures. There was a rationalisation of 
the Australian wheat industry with the introduction in 1938 of the Commonwealth Wheat Industry 
Assistance Scheme, the establishment of the Australian Wheat Board in 1939 and the Wartime 
Stabilisation Scheme in 1940. Controlled production disadvantaged Western Australia — the largest 
wheat-producing state — in particular. A shortage of labour (because of military call-up and the drift 
to higher wage-paying industrial activity) added to the woes of pastoralists, graziers and wheat farmers.

53  Boans Ltd, Notes to Financial Statements, 1939-1952, Smith & Goyder, Chartered Accountants.
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entered negative territory from 1940 (-£60,686) to 1943 (-£6193).54 At the customer level 
the inability (or unpreparedness) to settle credit accounts doubled the size of bad debts, 
an expense the company carried.

Table 5.1

Boans Ltd Sales, Profits and Financial Returns 1940-1945

1940
29 Feb.

1941 (Con-
structed)

1942
28 Feb.

1943
25 Feb.

1944
2 March

1945
1 March

Sales (£M) 1.16 1.17 1.28 1.30 1.23 1.24

Trend 100 101 110 112 106 107

Net Profit 
(£) 28,959 37,547 77,762 47,997 50,053 51,152

Trend 100 130 269 166 173 177

Gross Profit 
Margin (%) 27.2 27.0 28.9 26.6 25.3 24.1

Return on 
Assets (%) 2.51 ? 6.06 3.7 4.07 4.13

Inventory 
Turnover 

(Days)
84 ? 96 84 80 83

Return on  
Equity (%) 
& Nat. Av.

5.2
(6.7)

6.6
(6.2)

12.9
(5.7)

7.8
(5.8)

13.9
(6.0)

11.9
(5.9)

Working 
Capital (£) 

and Current 
Ratio 

-60,686

(1.6)
?

-17,018

(1.2)

-6,193

(1.4)

26,884

(1.5)

1,394

(1.4)

The financial statements cover the previous year’s trading since the end of the Boans Ltd financial year was the last week 
of February. The year 1941 is constructed from the ending and beginning figures for 1940 and 1942 as well as from 
comparative figures in the Auditor’s Report. The data is compiled from Appendices 5.2D, 5.2E and 5.2F.

Management kept a tight rein on trade-related expenses after 1942, made more difficult 
by the introduction of a State payroll tax in 1942 and Commonwealth war damage 
insurance in 1943. Although sales revenue declined after 1943, net profit rose. Advertising 
was a trade expense hardest hit, from a high of 2.2 per cent of sales in 1940 to 0.7 per 
cent in 1945. A shortage of newsprint and printing ink — both items were imported — 
and a concentration on basic necessities as well as a blackout on window displays and a 
management belief that advertising in frugal times was more a discretionary expense, 
affected both the company’s capacity and preparedness to spend in this area.

There was significant activity in the sending of wartime parcels overseas, however. These 
were mostly food as the Cashbook entries in Appendix 5.1 show for 4 October 1940; 
demand kept staff working late seven nights a week. (This is a contrast to the entries for 

54  Working capital is defined as current assets less current liabilities, and is measured by the current ratio. 
Does a company have enough cash to pay debts and meet expenses as they fall due—in Boans’ case, 
to pay for Inventory, pay Accounts Payable and cover Accounts Receivable until they are satisfied. A 
shortage will have to be funded from Reserves or by taking on debt—from a bank, for example. Boans 
was sailing close to the wind in 1940 (with a current ratio of 1.1) but made a significant recovery by 1943 
(current ratio 1.4) and entered positive territory in 1944 (current ratio 1.5). 
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26 September and 9 October 1942.) The threat of a Japanese invasion triggered panic 
buying (Cashbook, 23 January 1942) and by April 1942, suburban deliveries were down 
to once a week. By June, there were ration books for clothing, and by July, for tea coupons. 
The Cashbook for 9 October 1942 has the poignant entry: ‘Overseas parcels down. No 
Boats. No Stock. No Biscuits.’ The wartime entries in the Cashbook reflect the human, 
the economic and the maritime side of enterprise.

Table 5.2

Boans Ltd Expenses in Relation to Sales 1940-1945

1940
29 Feb.

1941 (Con-
structed)

1942
28 Feb.

1943
25 Feb.

1944
2 March

1945
1 March

General Ex-
penses (£) 277,021 268,722 279,794 245,139 210,508 210,404

% of Sales 24.0 22.9 21.8 18.9 17.1 17.0

Advertising 
(£) 24,956 22,441 20,760 9,939 7,937 9,102

% of Sales 2.15 1.92 1.62 0.76 0.65 0.73

Contribu-
tions (£) 589 746 1,384 1,332 874 1,381

% of Sales 0.05 0.06 0.11 0.10 0.07 0.11

Bad Debts 
(£) 803 1,559 1,533 593 400 245

% of Sales 0.07 0.13 0.12 0.05 0.03 0.02

Interest(£) 12,014 12,504 13,431 8,139 7,186 7,220

% of Sales 1.04 1.07 1.05 0.63 0.58 0.58

Salaries & 
Wages (£) 182,815 176,377 184,694 171,541 151,644 148,769

% of Sales 15.8 15.1 14.4 13.2 12.3 12.0

The financial statements cover the previous year’s trading since the end of the Boans Ltd financial year was the last week 
of February. The year 1941 is constructed from the ending and beginning figures for 1940 and 1942 as well as from 
comparative figures in the Auditor’s Report. The data is compiled from Appendices 5.2D and 5.2E.

5.0 Peace and Re-construction, Migration and Retail Sales:

On 15 August 1945 Labor Prime Minister Ben Chifley announced in a radio broadcast, 
‘Fellow citizens, the war is over.’ The following day, more than 100,000 people packed 
the streets of Perth, at a time when the State’s population was about 490,000, to celebrate 
and cheer the homecoming of 7,000 servicemen and women who had already returned. 
The Esplanade was the setting for a special thanksgiving service and clergy reported that 
their churches had never been so full—certainly not since the outbreak of the war.55 Not 
until Boans 75th Anniversary Parade in November 1970 was a crowd of that magnitude 
gathered in the central business district.56

55  J. Gregory, City of Light, p. 13.

56 According to J. Gregory, City of Light, p. 130, protest marches against the Vietnam War continued 
throughout the late sixties and early seventies and ‘generally attracted between three and five thousand 
marchers from a range of age groups.’ The celebration of War’s end and the Boans Anniversary brought 
people together. The Vietnam War drove people apart.



174

As Ellery suggests, the post-war years provided ‘an auspicious environment for investment’ 
and ‘the way was clear for one of the most sustained periods of economic growth in the 
state’s history’.57 By 1949, there were Liberal-Country Party governments at the state 
and federal levels, with Premier Ross McClarty (elected in 1947) and Prime Minister 
Robert G. Menzies (elected in 1949) leading them. Very soon, Western Australia was 
outstripping the rest of the country in economic progress to the point where Premier 
McClarty said, not unexpectedly for a Western Australian Premier, in his 1952-1953 
Budget speech, ‘I know of no country in the British Commonwealth that offers greater 
prospects of success for men and women who are prepared to work than does Western 
Australia.’ 58 An editorial in the West Australian the following day endorsed the claim, a 
claim that Harry Boan first made in the Legislative Council in 1923.59

The rate of population growth in Western Australia has been consistently higher than in 
the rest of the country.60 Until after the Second World War population growth by natural 
increase matched the growth by net migration but what Ellery described as a migration 
‘trickle’ in 1947 became a ‘torrent’ in 1950. Between 1947 and 1950, 270,000 assisted 
migrants (more than two-thirds of the national migration total) arrived in Australia. Half 
of those assisted were ‘displaced’ from war-ravaged Europe, and less than half were from 
the United Kingdom, the major source of migrants in the past. Thirty-three thousand of 
these assisted migrants came to Western Australia.61

Boans food counters were a major attraction for migrants because they sold foods imported 
from abroad and the ingredients familiar to them in their homelands. Many of the new 
arrivals, most of whom stayed in the metropolitan area, became ardent Boans window 
shoppers. They aspired to be able to buy the furniture, clothes, homewares and produce 
that were so invitingly displayed in Philip Loffman’s windows. During my research, many 
migrants or their children told me of how the Boans food departments eased their feelings 
of homesickness and isolation, and how the window displays gave them aesthetic pleasure 
and an incentive to one day be able to buy what they saw. Most have commented on how 
helpful were the staff. Others, like Carl Cassettai, got their first employment at Boans. 
He arrived in Perth in May 1955, left school on his 14th birthday in November and joined 
Boans cutlery department in January 1956. His linguistic education was enhanced by 
discovering ‘Dagwood’ sandwiches in the cafeteria. 62

57  P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1960’, in Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, quoted 
p. 124.

58 WAPD, 20th Parliament – Fourth session, 1952, vol. 132, 28 Oct. 1952, p. 1628.

59 West Australian, 29 Oct. 1952, and WAPD, 11th Parliament—Third Session 1923, vol. 68, pp. 382, 383. 

60 J. Jackson, ‘2: Changing patterns of post-war immigration to Western Australia’, in R. Johnston (Ed.) 
Immigrants in Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: UWA Press, 1979, p. 17 and P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1960’, 
in A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, pp. 121-122. The ‘trickle-torrent’ reference 
is on p. 121.

61 Material for this section is taken from P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1960’, and J. Jackson, ‘2: Changing patterns of 
post-war immigration to Western Australia’.

62  Personal Communication with Carl Cassettai, 29 March 2008. See also Angelina Naumoska’s experience 
in D. Hough, ‘Boans tells history of Perth retail’, WA Business News, 16 June 2005, p. 12.
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Retail sales grew proportionately faster in Western Australia than in other states, according 
to Ellery.63 Demand during the Korean War sent the 1950 price of wool up to new levels.64 
Given the State’s dependence on primary production, higher levels of farm income fed 
the economy. Between 1947 and 1951, retail sales grew nearly threefold, from £65 million 
to £182 million.65 Boans sales had increased from £1.5 million in 1946 to £3.2 million in 
1951, while net profit had increased from £113,000 to just over £139,000 over the same 
period, as Table 5.3 reveals.

By 1953 Boans was surfing the wave of economic prosperity. The estimated metropolitan 
population was 315,000 and it was recorded in managing director Alfred Moore’s Annual 
Report for 1953 that ‘every man, woman and child had purchased something in our store 
thirty-four times during the year.’ 66 In five trading years annual sales had increased by 
35 per cent, the number of customers by 10 per cent and the average value of a sale by 
nearly 23 per cent, he said. During the same period, the Retail Price Index, a measure of 
inflation, had increased by 16.5 per cent.67

Achieving such dramatic growth was not easy despite the long post-war boom. Apart 
from the political and economic factors over which the company had no control, there 
had to be prudent management. While general expenses increased as a proportion of 
sales revenue from 16.6 per cent in 1946 to 17.4 per cent in 1951, sales revenue more 
than doubled, from £1.5 million to £3.23 million, and net profit rose by 23 per cent 
from £113,169 to £139,363 in the same period. Inventory was turning over more quickly, 
especially in the immediate post-war period as pent-up demand quickened, fostered by 
an increase in advertising and promotion expenditure. As the size of Boans inventory 
increased with the increased imports of merchandise, however, it was understandable that 
the rate of inventory turnover would decrease and so add to the company’s holding costs.

63  P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1960’, in Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, p. 134.

64  P. Ellery, pp. 128-129.

65  P. Ellery, p. 134.

66 Managing director’s Report, Minutes of Boans AGM, 20 July 1953, in Minute Book, November 
1952-March 1979, VSL, CMA, Box 3159.

67  The Retail Price Index is a measurement of the monthly change in the average level of prices at retail, 
normally of a defined group of goods. The ‘C Series Index’ was introduced in 1921 and discontinued 
in 1961 when it was replaced by the Consumer Price Index. The ‘C Series Index’ was a comprehensive 
basket of goods and the index was used for the purpose of wage adjustment from 1934. The source of the 
Annual Report figures is not given but it probably uses a base year of 1945 = 100. See: 6461.0 – Australian 
Consumer Price Index: Concepts, Sources and Methods at http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.
nsf/66f306f503e529a5ca25697e0017661f/9799677d33764b52ca25705f001eca0a!OpenDocument.
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The salary and wages expense increased in monetary terms in response to rises in the 
basic wage and the employment of more staff, many of whom were returning from the 
war, but as a percentage of sales was remarkably stable. To so manage this not insignificant 
expense was a notable achievement. The financial security of Boans Ltd is reflected in the 
growth in working capital—from £132,308 in 1946 (representing a solvency ratio of 1.6) 
to £288,733 in 1951 (with a ratio of 1.7), as shown in Table 5.3. The company was in a 
sound position to plan and finance modernisation and expansion from a city store and an 
East Perth furniture factory, into a city and suburban retailing network.

In October 1954, the West Australian could open a story on retail sales with, ‘Retail trade 
in the metropolitan area in the past 12 months, in common with the rest of Australia, has 
rocketed to new peaks.’ 68 The increase was the consequence of a population growth, a 
high level of employment and continued consumer demand. There was, too, an increasing 
use of hire-purchase and time-payment and this was reflected in retail sales and inventory 
turnover. The paper reported that the balance sheets of companies associated with 
distribution, and Boans was one of them, all showed record sales and reported ‘promising 
prospects for the new financial year.’

68    West Australian, 19 Oct. 1954, p. 4.

Table 5.3

Boans Ltd Sales, Profits and Financial Returns 1946-1951

1946
28 Feb.

1947 
27 Feb.

1948
26 Feb.

1949
(Construct-

ed)

1950
2 March

1951
1 March

Sales (£M) 1.50 1.82 1.98 2.36 2.61 3.23

Trend 125 152 165 197 218 269

Net Profit 
(£) 113,169 137,928 85,730 84,763 69,096 139,363

Trend 391 476 296 293 239 481

Gross Profit 
Margin (%) 24.9 25.0 24.1 ? 22.3 23.9

Return on 
Assets (%) 4.67 7.56 4.32 ? 2.65 4.32

Inventory 
Turnover 

(Days) 67 69 93 ? 98 92

Return on  
Equity (%) 
& Nat. Av.

17.3
(6.1)

21.0
(7.4)

14.6
(8.0)

10.2
(8.2)

8.2
(9.1)

15.1
(9.8)

Working 
Capital (£) 

and Current 
Ratio

36,022 

(1.6)

101,058

(1.4) 

36,818

(1.9) 

 350,631

(?)

338,020

(2.0) 

322,296

(1.7) 

Note: Trend base is 1940 (= 100). The financial statements cover the previous year’s trading since the end of the Boans 
Ltd financial year was the last week of February. The year 1949 is constructed from the ending and beginning figures 
for 1948 and 1950 as well as from comparative figures in the Auditor’s Report. The current ratio is shown in brackets 
with Working Capital. The data is compiled from Appendices 5.2D, 5.2E and 5.2F.
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Table 5.4

Boans Ltd Expenses in Relation to Sales 1946-1951

1946
28 Feb.

1947 
27 Feb.

1948
26 Feb.

1949
(Constructed)

1950
2 March

1951
1 March

Total Ex-
penses (£) 275,206 336,377 413,551 471,077 538,358 666,746

% of Sales 18.3 18.4 20.8 20.0 20.6 20.7

Advertising
(£) 12,264 17,096 20,822 ? 27,568 43,383

% of Sales 0.8 0.9 1.0 ? 1.1 1.3

Contribu-
tions (£) 5,369 2,214 2,584 ? 1,625 2,667

Bad Debts 
(£) 157 267 307 ? 397 590

% of Sales 0.01 0.01 0.02 ? 0.02 0.02

Interest (£) 6.272 3,447 7,719 14,451 14,369 13,818

% of Sales 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.4

Salaries & 
Wages (£) 169, 342 204,806 221,529 ? 309,531 358,716

% of Sales 11.3 11.2 11.2 ? 11.9 11.1

Trend base is 1940 (= 100). The year 1949 is constructed from the ending and beginning figures for 1948 
and 1950 as well as from comparative figures in the Auditor’s Report. The data is compiled from Appen-
dices 5.2D and 5.2E.

Despite the removal of wartime price controls, prices remained reasonably steady. 
Competition contributed to this, first, through the greater variety of goods now available 
and, second, the appearance of Eastern States retail interests into the Boans’ market-place. 
David Jones (Sydney) had acquired Bon Marché Ltd and by September 1954 the store 
was ‘transformed into one of the most modern in the southern hemisphere’. According to 
the West Australian, this set off a chain reaction in retail store design and decoration.69 The 
Boans response was to list as a public company, so gaining additional capital to finance 
its expansion plans in the CBD.70 Other retail traders also secured additional finance for 
their expansion plans.71

6.0 Expansion and Modernisation:

After the war the company planned an expansion and modernisation strategy aimed at 
retaining existing customers and appealing to new customers through decentralisation. 

69 West Australian, 19 Oct. 1954, p. 4.

70 Boans Ltd had to provide a drive-through from Murray to Wellington Streets for delivery services and 
the receipt of goods. The lack of such a facility was exacerbated by the increased congestion of Murray 
Street traffic and a Ministerial ban on reversing traffic, as explained in the next section of this chapter.

71 Foy and Gibson (WA) Ltd and Harris Scarfe and Sandovers Ltd made public issues in early 1954. 
They were followed by McLean Bros and Rigg Ltd, W. Drabble Ltd and Carlyle and Co. All were 
well supported by investors. These were large retail organisations. Smaller organisations like music 
retailers Nicholsons and Musgroves also sought extra funds to pay for additional trading facilities. West 
Australian, 19 Oct. 1954, p. 4.
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In so doing it further consolidated its competitive position as Western Australia’s leading 
department store, and secured itself against any predatory takeover intentions from 
interstate. The strategic plan made the suburban branch department store a landmark 
of decentralisation. The first step was to send senior staff abroad to re-establish supplier 
linkages and develop new sources of merchandise, as well as to study retail trends and 
practices, in Britain and Europe, in Asia and North America. This began in 1955. The 
visits were not all one way, however. Representatives of the firm’s London buying agent, 
Savage & Phillips, visited Perth to see the Boans operation first-hand.72 

Frank was the first staff member to visit the United States after the war. He and wife 
Betty left Perth in mid-February 1955 for a two-and-a-half month reconnaissance tour. 
He returned convinced that one-stop suburban shopping centres, supported by ample 
parking and a variety of customer and professional services, was the way of the future. 73 
The subsequent spread of shopping centres and the services they provided around the 
metropolitan area is his legacy to retailing in Western Australia. 

The second step was to modernise and complement the City store with new facilities and 
practices. Perth’s first escalator was installed in December 1948. Accounting methods 
that facilitated inventory management and transparency in financial reporting were 
introduced. In East Perth, extensions were made to the butchers shop, and the Nestlé 
pavilion at the Claremont Showgrounds was purchased to enlarge the Boans now famous 
Royal Show displays. Third, it was necessary to buy land—for City store expansion, and 
in the suburbs identified for the future location of shopping centres. In January 1953 
Frank had bought Elsegood House in his own name, on the east side of Boans in Murray 
Street, for £100,000 and had then transferred the title to Boans Ltd in August 1954. The 
asset was converted into an electrical and homewares division.74 The company had already 
bought the Willsgood property on the east side in Wellington Street, in October 1953, 
for £70,000. It was converted into a self-service food and grocery store and named “Blues” 
after the director and food controller, Archie Blue. He spent nearly thirty years with the 
company and retired in March 1955. The acquisition of these two blocks enlarged the city 
site by 20 per cent and since the Minister for Transport, the Hon. Herb Graham MLA, 
had announced that as from 1 July 1957 no vehicles would be allowed to back into the 
street in the CBD, it provided a delivery and dispatch laneway the length of the block.75 
This would beneficially reduce traffic congestion in Murray Street and cut down the 
delivery time for suppliers.

72 Mr F.H. Savage was a non-executive director of Boans Ltd in 1948 according to the auditor’s report for 
that year.

73 Directors’ Minutes, 1 Feb. 1955, in Minute Book, November 1952 – March 1979, VSL, CMA, Box 
3159.

74 Western Australia Registrar of Titles, Certificate of Title, Register Book, vol. 1153, Folio 540. I am 
grateful to Tony Gardener for tracing the title of all the city blocks that formed part of Boans, from 1895 
to 2006.  Reference to the transfer is in Directors’ Minutes, 30 June 1954, in Minute Book, November 
1952 – March 1979, VSL, CMA, Box 3159.

75 WAPD, 22nd Parliament – 1st Session, 1956, vol. 143, pp. 438-439, 29 Aug. 1956; vol. 145, pp. 3647-
3648, 19 Dec. 1956.
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Boans planned its first suburban department store in Cannington, a southern suburb of 
Perth located eight kilometres from the CBD, and three blocks of land were purchased 
there between November 1956 and July 1957 at a total cost of nearly £15,000.76 Frank 
told forty-four shareholders at the 1957 AGM:

Retailing is now highly competitive. ... The imposition of further traffic and 
parking restrictions will not help City traders. This problem is being met 
in every large city and the answer seems to be the establishment of Outer-
Suburban ‘all-under-one-roof ’ shopping centres, accompanied by ample 
parking space. 77

The Waverley shopping centre in Cannington, named after the landmark hotel where 
Frank and his hunt club members used to meet in their younger days, opened to great 
fanfare on 25 September 1958. It provided a variety of retailing and professional services 
but the centrepiece was the Boans department store. As Ellery pointed out, the shopping 
centre ‘represented a bold new concept for Western Australia, and was so successful that 
other major retailers also began to open major outlets in the suburbs.’ 78 But that wasn’t 
the consensus at the time. Benness recalled that:

In those days this store was in the middle of a cow paddock. Cows were still 
alongside it. A lot of fellow retailers and other business said it was just a white 
elephant that would never go. But, of course, it was so successful that we 
virtually pulled it down and rebuilt it on a far larger scale in 1973.79

The company had to ensure a reliable and secure source of capital to finance these 
operations. Management planned to grow its business by internal expansion, the friendly 
acquisition of complementary businesses (which it was to do in the southern suburb of 
Medina), and through the building of suburban department stores. Although not the 
first in Australia to develop ‘all-under-one-roof ’ shopping — the Chermside Drive-in 
Shopping Centre in Brisbane was the first — Boans quickly established itself as a leader.80 
This external expansion and acquisition reached its peak in the late 1960s and the early 
1970s but the proliferation of shopping centres in WA was to have significant consequence 
for Boans, as we shall see.

76  The Directors’ Minutes record purchases on 12 Nov. 1956 (£2,700), 14 May 1957 (£4,617) and 8 July 
1957 (£7,500), VSL, CMA, Box 3159. Cannington was originally known as ‘Waverley’, so named by 
Cecil Gibbs after the local landmark, the Waverley Hotel.

77  Minutes, 39th AGM, 22 July 1957.

78  P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1960’, in Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, p. 135.

79 Quoted by D. Lippscombe in ‘5: 1960-1979’, in Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in 
Western Australia, p. 165.

80 The Chermside Drive-in Shopping Centre located in an inner Brisbane suburb was Australia’s first 
suburban shopping centre when it opened on 31 May 1957. It is today known as Westfield Chermside. 
See: F.G. Carden, Along the Canning: a history of the City of Canning, Western Australia, covering its 
progress from Roads Board to Shire, to town, to city, Cannington, WA: City of Canning, 2nd Ed., 1991.
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Photo 5.2

Boans Waverley, Cannington, 1958 (Western Australia’s first suburban shopping complex).

Source: Author’s collection.

Note: This is an aerial shot looking north towards the Swan River and the CBD. Albany Highway is the white road 
running northwards from the circle to cross the river at the Causeway. The darker line on the right of ‘Boans Waverley’ 
is the railway line. The bottom left of the image shows branches and meander scars of the Canning River.

7.0 Rupert Boan’s Arrival:

When Peter Rupert Boan first left his English private school, he contemplated horse 
farming in South Africa with his best friend, John Palmer, but a letter from his Uncle 
Frank ‘asking if I would like to join the company’ changed both his contemplation and 
the course of his life. ‘I said, “yes” but that I didn’t know the first thing about the company 
or about Australia,’ Rupert recalled. ‘We can train you up,’ was his uncle’s response. This 
situation must have revived memories for Frank who arrived in Perth twenty years earlier 
knowing nobody and knowing nothing about the retailing business. Frank’s father and a 
supportive management team ‘had trained him up’, and he had learned quickly; now he 
was about to do the same for his nephew. Rupert’s recollection much later was that, ‘My 
Uncle Frank was something of a father that I never knew. He was a kind, generous man, 
a good listener who spoke so softly that you had to listen closely to what he had to say. I 
never knew him to lose his temper.’ 81

81 Material relating to Rupert Boan is taken from two interviews (10 May 2007 and 15 Nov. 2007) and 
Rupert’s hand-written notes supplied since the first interview. Rupert was born on 23 January 1931 and 
his father died on 7 May 1932. Harold’s widow, Renee, and their two children, Rupert and Sally, were 
supported by Harry Boan—he claimed them as dependents on his taxation returns—and subsequently 
by Frank Boan. There is a Foreign Currency Transfer, dated 7 Nov. 1943, from Boans Ltd to Peter 
Agnew, Frank’s brother-in-law, for the amount of £28 12s 4d, the purpose of which was ‘sustenance Mrs 
Harold Boan & children’. SLV, CMA, Box 839.
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Photo 5.3

Three generations: Harry (1860-1941), Frank (1906-1967) and Rupert Boan (1931-2010). 

Source: Boans Ltd, store data, June 1938.

Arrangements were made by Savage & Phillips, the Boans buying agent in London, for 
Rupert to join the British department store Lewis’s Ltd in its head office in Manchester 
for a three-year course in retailing, combining night school with on the job training.82 
‘The experience and training were fantastic,’ recalled Rupert. ‘I remember my first pay 
in 1951 was £2 12s 6d.’ After some time spent at Wedgwood and Marks & Spencers, 
Rupert realised he had a liking and a flair for retailing. Others were to note, too, that he 
had inherited some of his grandfather’s talent for merchandising and promotion. While 
travelling around the country during his two months with Savage & Phillips, he also 
acquired an understanding of fabrics, and developed skill in statistical analysis, a tool of 
benefit, he said, after he joined Boans.83

When Rupert arrived in Perth aboard the Oronsay in April 1953, aged twenty-two, and 
dressed in new clothes too heavy for a Perth Autumn, Archie Blue, then merchandise 
director, and Bob Vance, responsible for men’s clothing, took the burly young Englishman 
under their wings. ‘Both were very good merchants, and they looked after me,’ Rupert 
recalled. When Blue retired in March 1955, Rupert was appointed merchandise director, 
a position he held until the position was split into two divisions — fashion and accessories, 
and menswear, and homewares and foods — to accommodate Frank’s son-in-law Geoffrey 
Bingemann who had joined the company in May 1961.

The senior management team consisted largely of returned servicemen whom Rupert 
thought conservative in outlook. Looking back from the perspective of more than 50 
years, he observed, ‘We didn’t understand just how big a part we played in the growth and 
development of WA. There were twenty-two female buyers and sixty-nine male buyers 

82 Lewis’s was a department store that began as a men’s and boys’ clothing store in Liverpool in 1856; it 
was not related to the John Lewis chain. It opened a major branch in Manchester in 1877, and over 
time grew to be one of the largest provincial groups in Britain. The Manchester branch is where Rupert 
worked. The Lewis Group purchased Selfridges in 1951. See Gordon Honeycombe, Selfridges, pp. 93-
98, 107, 116-120 and Ch. 10.

83 Both J.B. Morrison (managing director) and G. Bingemann (deputy managing director) were sceptical 
of Rupert’s statistical claim. Neither saw evidence of it during his time at Boans Ltd. Personal 
communication with both men, July 2011.
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who were among the most astute, and loyal, merchandise buyers in the country’.

It was a long-established policy that Boans liked to buy wholesale, direct from the factory. 
In 1956, Rupert undertook his first buying trip to Japan, jointly with a representative from 
Myer, to buy crockery, cutlery and Elanware. The idea was to buy minimum quantities 
and then split the merchandise between the two department stores. The first order was 
for 500 sixteen-piece tea sets, placed with the Japanese company in Nagoya that made the 
Noritake brand of crockery.

Rupert noted that prices were not marked but that they depended on who escorted you 
around the showrooms. Not being able to speak Japanese was a handicap so he enrolled in 
night classes at the University of Western Australia. He also studied the Commonwealth 
Department of Statistics monthly sales data to determine Boans’ market share and to 
plan promotional strategies. Rupert explained that with a large number of departments of 
variable size, Boans could specialise in particular lines of merchandise and the store-wide 
promotions of the stronger departments. These promotions rubbed off on the smaller 
departments and so benefitted the company as well as the customers.

According to senior management, Rupert brought to the Boans management team a 
facility for merchandising, experience and knowledge of the British department store 
scene but there was some reservation about his capacity for the technical analysis of 
statistical data.84

8.0 Going Public: Diversification and Integration:

In the first half of the 20th century most firms relied on a strategy of internal growth in 
the early days of their expansion and Boans was no exception. External finance from 
banks and from the marketplace was limited so Boans, like many other firms, relied 
on retained earnings and private equity finance.85 According to Benness, who was the 
company secretary at the time, a lot of the finance was provided by the Boan family. They 
used to reinvest their dividends in the form of a non-interest bearing loan. The company 
had overdraft facilities with the Bank of Australiasia, but Benness had discovered that 
when the company was in credit other firms such as Elder Smith could provide twice the 
interest rate offered by the banks. The company also had a policy of only distributing up 
to 50 per cent of profits. It had, then, significant retained earnings, aided by depreciation, 
to finance capital work. According to Benness, the company did borrow but the rates of 
borrowings to shareholder funds was ‘always fairly low’.86

Ambitious capital works required more money than was available from these sources 
and so Boans Ltd, trading on its good name, its Western Australian location and its 
profitability, sought finance from capital markets. The Boan family still wanted absolute 
control, according to Benness, but recognised it could not continue to finance expansion. 

84 E. Benness, P. Loffman, J.B. Morrison and G. Bingemann all acknowledged Rupert’s merchandising 
talent. As indicated in the previous Footnote, Morrison and Bingemann were sceptical of Rupert’s 
statistical ability.

85 TBEoT, Ch. 5.

86 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 6A, p. 71 and Tape 7B, p.94.
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The family was prepared to write down its interest as long as it could retain 51 per cent 
of the voting shares so 49 per cent was offered to the market.87 In December 1947 Boans 
applied to be officially listed on the Stock Exchange of Perth. Its authorised capital was 
£500,000 and the only shares offered for trading were the 7% cumulative preference shares 
(250,000 shares). In March 1953, the 6% B Class cumulative preference shares (50,000 
shares) were offered. These two classes were tightly held, there was little trading and they 
were of no use for raising large sums of money.88 Significantly preference shares do not 
carry voting rights so the Boan family interests still had full control of the company while 
investors outside the family could enjoy a dividend income.89

On 30 July 1951 it was announced in the West Australian that Boans Ltd was soon to be 
‘converted’ to a public company, probably in September. The possibility of floating the 
company, which now employed a staff of 1,350, had been a topic of discussion among 
local investors for some time.90 Then the Menzies Government issued new Capital Issues 
Control regulations as an anti-inflationary measure in August 1951. The Federal Treasurer, 
Sir Arthur Fadden, withdrew his consent and this resulted in a deferred flotation for 
Boans.91 In December 1952, the authorised capital was raised to £800,000 and two new 
classes of shares were created: stock units and ordinary shares, as set out in Table 5.5.92 The 
stock units, a term no longer used, were units held by the firm but not issued; they were 
soon re-labelled ordinary shares. When Boans Ltd offered 240,000 ordinary 10s shares to 
the market in January 1954, they were available only to the existing clients of stockbroker 
James W. Patterson & Son, a member of the Exchange, and at a premium of 15s 10½d.93 

87 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 6A, p. 71.

88 According to correspondence between the company’s solicitors (Stone James & Co) and the Stock 
Exchange, 8 Dec. 1947, there were 132 shareholders. The eight largest shareholders held 156,290 shares 
(or 63%) of the 250,000 7% cumulative preference shares. When the 50,000 B Class 6% cumulative 
preference shares were listed, 13 March 1953, there were 204 shareholders. See: BL, Acc No: 3707A. 
MN 1174, File No. 2087, Box 146.

89 A fuller discussion of classes of shares occurs in Ch. 9, Takeover Target.

90 West Australian, 31 July 1951, p. 1, on speculation that the company would be publicly listed. West 
Australian, 23 Jan. 1954, p. 15, for staff numbers.

91 Details of the new capital issues regulations and Treasurer Fadden’s comment that ‘These regulations 
will ensure the diversion of private investment from low-priority projects to those with high defence 
value,’ are in West Australian, 3 Aug. 1951, p. 1. If a company proposed to raise within a period of two 
years more than £10,000 (as Boans directors proposed to do) from an issue of shares, or borrowing under 
mortgage or debenture, then the Treasurer’s consent was required. He withdrew his consent. I have not 
been able to establish a reason for his action, except an alignment with the new policy and regulation. 
The announcement of the delay in the Boans flotation is in West Australian, 12 Oct. 1951, p. 8.

92 In April 1953 Boans Ltd issued a debenture to secure an advance of £100,000 to provide additional 
working capital and partly finance the purchase of the adjoining properties, the Willsgood property and 
Elsegood House.

93  There are three reasons why the company offered the shares only to clients of the broking community, 
not the general market. First, it was cheaper than having to prepare a full prospectus for a public 
placement. Second, Frank Boan was more interested in the small, retail investor rather than the 
institutional investor. This procedure ensured a wider and more diverse spread of investors. Third, there 
was a widely held belief that investors supported the companies in which they held shares: if you held 
Boans shares you would do your shopping at Boans. Institutional investors were not so motivated. 
Discussion with Bernard Wright, former chairman of the Perth Stock Exchange, a member of J.W 
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The family company sold the shares to qualify for a full listing on the Stock Exchange 
and to become a public company.94 The shares were listed on Tuesday 23 February 1954.

With two exceptions, all the directors were full-time employees and not related to 
the family. Most of the executive directors had more than 25 years with the company. 
Governing director Frank Boan said in a public statement:

It is my desire that intending shareholders should know it is intended that 
the existing policy of the Company will remain unchanged. The policy of 
appointing full time employee Directors, bonuses to staff, contributions to 
Staff Superannuation and Providend Funds, and to Charitable and other 
organizations will be maintained. 95

Table 5.5

Boans Ltd Capital Structure – 1954

Authorised Capital - £800 000 
                   £

250 000 7% Cumulative Preference Shares of £1 each  250 000

50 000  6% B Class Cumulative Preference Shares of £1 each 50 000

703 226 Stock Units of 10/- each 351 613

296 774 Ordinary Shares of 10/- each  148 387

£800 000

Source: Memorandum & Articles of Association, Stock Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28 Dec. 1947 – 6 Nov. 1963. 
File No 2087, Box 146, Battye Library Acc No. 3707A, MN 1174.

By October 1954, the West Australian, in a Public Companies Report, noted that, ‘Nearly 
all the major retail houses reported record turnovers.’ 96 Boans Ltd improved its net profit 

Patterson and Son, and a non-executive director of Boans Ltd; and with Frank Cooper of the accounting 
firm PricewaterhouseCoopers.

94 A Memorandum to Clients, rather than a prospectus, was issued by James W. Paterson on 21 Jan. 1954. 
It explained to potential investors that the private company was selling 240,000 shares ‘with the object 
of enabling the Company to qualify for listing on the Stock Exchanges of Australia and also to become 
a public Company for the purpose of the Income Tax Assessment Act.’ The Memo cited the governing 
director’s report that it was anticipated that a ‘steady 10% dividend’ was payable in the future. See: 
Stock Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28 Dec. 1947 - 6 Nov. 1963, File No 2087, Box 146, BL, Acc No: 
3707A, MN 1174. A proportion of the capital raised was used to liquidate the debt to the Boan family 
(E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 6A, p. 73).

95 Stock Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28 Dec. 1947 - 6 Nov. 1963, File No 2087, Box 146, BL, Acc No: 
3707A, MN 1174. The non-executive directors were: Frederick H. Savage, company director, London 
(and the Boans’ London-based buying agent) and Robert I. Ainslie, solicitor, of Stone, James & Co, 
Perth (the company’s legal firm). The executive directors were: Frank T. Boan, chairman; Alfred Moore, 
managing director; Arnold Hume, P. Rupert Boan and Norman J. Collett, all company directors.

96 West Australian, 19 Oct. 1954, p. 24. The Boans figures are from this source. The paper also noted 
that public companies engaged in manufacturing—H.L. Brisbane and Wunderlich Ltd (brick and tile), 
Peters Ice (ice cream and confectionery), Swan Portland Cement, Hearn Industries (furniture), Bunning 
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from £72,722 in 1953 to £119,191 in 1954. This justified the faith of those investors who 
bought the ordinary shares on listing at a premium of 15s 10½d. They now stood at 20s a 
share, a capital gain of nearly 30 per cent in eight months.

In July 1957 the company announced that it would increase its authorised capital to 
£1,000,000, as set out in Table 5.6, by the creation of a further 400,000 ordinary shares 
available to anyone who wanted to buy them. The capital was needed, according to 
the Prospectus, for ‘continuous expansion to keep pace with the growing demands of a 
rapidly increasing population’ and the establishment of an ‘outer-suburban Department 
Store—the result of similar shopping facilities in other parts of the world’. The company’s 
financial security enabled it to cover its interest liability more than eight times, with an 
asset backing of £316 of tangible assets for every £100 of unsecured liabilities. The value 
of its freehold property in the CBD and in East Perth was £1.8 million. The company 
was, therefore, in a strong position to pay, and to maintain, a 10 per cent dividend to 
ordinary shareholders.

Table 5.6

Boans Ltd Capital Structure – 1957

Authorised Capital - £1 000 000

Issued Capital:                £

250 000 7% Cumulative Preference Shares of £1 each 250 000

50 000   6% B Class Cumulative Preference Shares of £1 each 50 000

878 146 Ordinary stock units of 10/- each 439 073

  Paid Up Capital 739 073

Unissued Capital:

521 854 Ordinary Shares of 10/- each 260 927

£1 000 000

Source: Memorandum & Articles of Association, Stock Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28th Dec. 1947 – 6th Nov. 1963. File No 2087, 
Box 146, Battye Library Acc No. 3707A, MN 1174.

And then on 30 September 1957, a Prospectus announced the raising of £300,000 in 
Unsecured Notes, £170,000 of which would be available to existing shareholders. The Note 
issue — the cheapest form of borrowed money — was to remain open until 19 October. By 
9 October, however, applications from existing shareholders and new subscribers exceeded 
the number of units available. The directors’ decision to bring forward the closing date to 
10 October triggered a howl of protest from other brokers, including S.G. Brearley & Co. 
who complained to the Stock Exchange of Perth that ‘even though over-subscribed we 
consider applicants up to the 19th should have a right of consideration.’ 97 In eleven days 

Timber Holdings, Denaro Concrete Block and WA Woollen Mills—had also enjoyed prosperous 
conditions in the last year.

97 Correspondence S.G. Brearley & Co., brokers, to the Stock Exchange of Perth, 9 Oct. 1957, in Stock 
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Boans Ltd had received more than 1700 applications for Notes, amounting to more than 
£900,000—three times the amount required. This was to be the story every time Boans 
went into the marketplace to raise money. It was a measure of the confidence the Western 
Australian investing public had in the company.

Boans then announced a Shareholder Shopping Discount in November 1958: holders 
of 100 ordinary or preference shares would be entitled to a 10 per cent discount on all 
merchandise purchased on a Boans credit card, except food and groceries and motor 
vehicle requirements, providing payment was made within one month of statements being 
issued.98 Company secretary Edwin Benness advised shareholders that: ‘Our store carries 
the greatest range of merchandise in this State—combined with the keenest prices. We 
know this offer will be of great benefit to all shareholders, and in particular, to the family 
man.’ 99 The action was an illustration of the belief then widely held, according to former 
stockbroker Bernard Wright, that if an investor held shares in a retailing company the 
investor would support that company through his purchasing power.100 The Shareholder 
Shopping Discount reinforced shareholder loyalty, was a much valued possession and 
became an important bargaining chip in the two takeover attempts by Parry’s Department 
Store Ltd in 1976 and 1983.

When the McClarty Government (1947-1953) moved to broaden the manufacturing and 
industrial base of the State’s economy, Kwinana appeared to present Boans with a retailing 
opportunity through the acquisition of a complementary business. (The growth in factory 
numbers and the value of output in Western Australia between 1939 and 1953 are shown 
in Appendix 5.3.) The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, later known as the British Petroleum 
Company Ltd and today as BP Australia Ltd, operated in Australia until 1952 as the 
Commonwealth Oil Refineries in partnership with the Commonwealth Government. 
The parent company’s future in Persia (now Iran) was uncertain so the directors decided to 
build a major refinery in Australia. In October 1951 David Brand, Minister for Works, and 
Russell Dumas, the Director of Works, successfully negotiated for the refinery to be built 

Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28 Dec. 1947 - 6 Nov. 1963, File No 2087, Box 146, BL Acc No: 3707A, 
MN 1174.

98 At a funeral on 19 August 2011, a chance conversation with Mrs Muriel Robinson revealed that she 
and her husband immigrated to Perth from Scotland in 1968 aboard the Oronsay with the intention of 
farming. They were promoted to First Class and were advised by a number of pastoralists and graziers to 
go into Boans and buy 100 shares. This would give them a Boans card, a shareholders discount and free 
delivery of food and groceries. Mrs Robinson did this the day after arrival and held the shares until 1986 
when Boans was taken over by Myer. Mrs Robinson drove a taxi for 17 years — one of the first women 
to hold a licence — and was advised to park outside the Murray Street entrance to Boans. In this way 
she would quickly learn the geography of Perth, given the distribution of Boans customers.

99 Correspondence: Boans Ltd to shareholders, 7 Nov. 1958, in Stock Exchange of Perth, Boans Ltd, 28 
Dec. 1947 - 6 Nov. 1963, File No 2087, Box 146, BL Acc No: 3707A, MN 1174. Sir Frank Richardson, 
Chairman of Foy & Gibson in WA, had already introduced a shareholders discount. The Boans board 
thought it was a bad idea because it was a privilege extended to a few and because its introduction would 
mean more paperwork. It so advised the Retail Traders’ Association. After six months, the board could 
see that the Foy & Gibson scheme was hurting Boans business and so introduced a scheme for its own 
shareholders; Rupert Boan, Personal communication, 30 March 2008.

100  Bernard Wright, Personal communication. Mr Wright was then a Boans non-executive director as well 
as a stockbroker with accounting qualifications, a rare qualification among stockbrokers at that time.
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in Kwinana. The agreement was ratified in March 1952 and the refinery commissioned in 
late 1954 at a cost of £40 million. Some idea of the magnitude of the project is illustrated 
by the fact that the establishment cost exceeded the estimated value of all the industrial 
plant and buildings in WA, and that its capacity to handle three million tons of crude oil 
a year represented about 40 per cent of Australia’s total refining capacity.101

Medina, the suburb adjacent to Kwinana, developed as ‘the dormitory of the industrial 
complex’, and created a market for the retailing of food, groceries, clothing and homewares. 
Boans had opened the first of its four BP Service Stations in East Perth in August 1953 
and followed this in October 1954 with one in Medina (and later in Cannington and 
Morley). Now, in its second venture into the suburban retail market, Boans took over 
Mainwarings Store in September 1955. It was a gesture of interest in the Kwinana refinery 
then coming onstream, the chairman told shareholders at the 37th AGM. The conditions 
were cramped and the store was renovated and reopened on 8 December, shareholders 
were told at the 43rd AGM. In the longer term, however, the Kwinana venture was an 
unhappy experience.102

On 16 October 1959, TVW7 began the first official transmission of television in Western 
Australia and on 7 May 1960 ABW2 (ABC TV) began a non-commercial transmission.103  
Boans built a modern TV workshop in East Perth and supported it with a fleet of service 
vans equipped with two-way radios and a team of highly trained technicians ‘to ensure 
that our customers will get the best service with no delay’, according to the Minutes 
of the 41st AGM held in July 1959.104 A complete, up-to-date butchers shop was also 
established to cater for the rising demand for pre-cut and wrapped meats. Carcasses were 
bought at auction at the Midland Junction markets, and then boned and dressed in East 
Perth. Modern, refrigerated, self-selection meat cabinets were installed in selected Boans 
stores to ‘enable us to offer the housewife the choicest selection in Western Australia,’ 
shareholders were told at the 1959 AGM. 

9.0 Staffing Matters:

There were three innovations during this period that recognised the importance of staff: 
the introduction of a Thirty-Year Club, a staff superannuation scheme and a variation to 
staff conditions.

It was called an ‘Old Timers Lunch’, but on Friday 12 March 1943, seventeen members 
of staff gathered in Boans’ Reception Hall. There were no toasts, no speeches ‘but there 
was incessant chatter,’ according to a newspaper report of the event.105 What made this 

101 The details about Kwinana are taken from P. Ellery, ‘4: 1945-1959’, in A History of Commerce and 
Industry in Western Australia, p. 131. See also West Australian, 17 Jan. 1952, or ‘Oil refinery established’, 
in F.K. Crowley, Modern Australia in Documents: 1939-1970, Melbourne, Vic.: Wren Publishing Pty 
Ltd, 1973, vol. 2, pp. 258-259.

102 The 37th AGM was held on 20 July 1955; the 43rd AGM was held on 20 July 1961.

103 G. Oakley, More Dates!

104 The TV workshop, meat processing and packaging details and the houswife’s choicest solution are from 
Minutes, 41st AGM, 20 July 1959.

105 West Australian, 12 March 1943.
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group of men so special (‘We hope to have two women with us next year,’ said a director) 
was that each had a record of more than thirty years continuous employment with Boans. 
Together, this group had contributed 578 years to the company’s corporate memory. Miss 
M. O’Neill attended a dinner the following year but it was not until the fourth dinner, 
in 1946, that Miss Eileen Thompson joined this illustrious group. Since its inception, 
the company held forty-four such dinners, and by the final occasion on 19 March 1986 
nearly 200 staff had qualified for thirty-year membership.106 Boans is not unique in having 
long-serving staff but it is one indication of the loyalty staff felt towards their long-
time employer and the company’s desire for stability in the employment of staff. Another 
example of this was its Superannuation scheme.

The first meeting of the Boans Staff Superannuation Fund trustees occurred on the 
afternoon of 30 November 1944. 107 J.W. Vivian was appointed chairman, and Archie 
Moore and Archie Blue fellow trustees, with Arnold Hume the secretary. After a 
qualifying period, staff could join and contribute to an insurance policy developed for the 
company by the MLC Life Assurance Company. Boans, as employer, matched employee 
contributions with up to three per cent of their salary or wage. The company’s purchasing 
power with the insurance company ensured a competitive premium. 

When a staff member resigned, they usually received back only the money they had 
actually contributed, and no more.108 A staff member who resigned on the grounds of ill 
health, as F.L. Dalwood did in 1946, even on the grounds of a spouse’s ill health, as K. 
Ambler did in 1949, was paid the full surrender value of their policy.109 If a staff member 
resigned to join a firm considered complementary to Boans, the full surrender value of 
the policy went with them, as happened to H.J. Smith who took up employment with 
the Cyclax Ltd cosmetic company.110 When single women resigned, as they were required 
to do on marriage, they also received the full surrender value of their policy, as happened 
to Miss I. Goldsworthy when she became Mrs I. Reeder.111 If a staff member died, as 
K.A.M. Strapp did in early 1946, the whole of the policy value was paid to the estate.112

The need to support staff injured at work and so unable to maintain their superannuation 

106 Information has been taken from the annual Souvenir Dinner mementos, an uncatalogued set of which 
resides in the Boans Collection in the BL.

107 Information for this section is taken from SLV, CMA, Boans Staff Superannuation Fund, Minute 
Book, Box 3158.

108  In the Minute Book for 4 Nov. 1954, F Hutchinson had contributed £85 16s 6d to a policy with a 
surrender value of £130 11s 8d. On resignation he received his own contribution but the difference 
between his contribution and the surrender value (£44 15s 2d) was kept by the Fund and recorded as 
‘Accretion to the Fund’. Over time these accretions mounted up and some were transferred to a Benefit 
Fund (Minute Book, 9 Oct. 1954) and used to assist ill or disabled staff who could not maintain their 
premiums. Such contributions were met for P. Martin (£9 6s 9d), C. Hammond (£2 6s 3d) and V. Nairn 
(£4 0s 9d), as recorded in Minute Book, 28 June 1955.

109  F.L. Dalwood’s case is recorded in Minute Book, 7 Feb. 1946 (£32 6s 4d); K. Ambler’s in Minute 
Book, 31 Aug. 1949 (£23 7s 9d).

110  H.J. Smith’s case is in Minute Book, 7 Feb. 1946, but no amount was recorded.

111  Minute Book, 25 Sept. 1946 (£22).

112  Minute Book, 7 Feb. 1946 (£223 4s 8d)
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contributions, as was the case with C. Morris in October 1952, resulted in an amendment 
to the Trust Deed and Rules.113 This amendment established the Boans Staff Benefit 
Fund and it was then left to the discretion of the Trustees to ‘pay the whole or part of the 
contribution’.

New members to the fund were admitted each November, after meeting age and length of 
employment requirements.114 The Minutes do not record the pre-requisites for joining or 
give an inaugural membership base number to start with. Table 5.7 shows the membership 
addition between 1945 and 1951. As from 13 December 1950, staff could increase their 
contribution from the minimum amount of 3% to 5%. Four staff did so immediately 
and forty-three did the following year.115  Accretions to the fund were such that the 
trustees could invest these ‘surplus funds’ at the discretion of the Trustees and this they 
did in October 1952 when they made their first investment—in Boans Ltd.116 They had 
expanded the fund’s shareholding in Boans to a significant parcel when the Coles-Myer 
takeover struggle began in December 1983.117 

Table 5.7

Boans Ltd Staff Superannuation Fund Membership growth, 1945-1951

Nov. ’45 Nov. ‘46 Nov. ‘47 Nov. ‘48 Nov. ‘49 Dec. ‘50 Dec. ‘51

New 
Members +21 +180 +40 +8 +16 +25 +9

Source: Boans Staff Superannuation Fund Minute Book, VSL, CMA, Box 3158.

Finally, the Award Leave for staff was one week of paid annual leave. In special 
circumstances more paid leave was given—where a staff member’s wife had a baby, for 
example, or where a staff member had to look after small children. According to Benness, 
this practice was unusual in those days.118

10.0 Promoting Fashion, Sport and Culture:

Two components of Boans’ promotion practice that were particularly effective after the 
war were fashion promotion and sporting sponsorship. These promotions stimulated 
demand and the publicity generated by sponsorship reinforced a community awareness of 
Boans as a good and generous corporate citizen. Boans chose to support Maxine Nicholas 

113  Minute Book, 24 Oct. 1952. The amount of £4 18s 2d was paid to C. Morris as a result of the provision 
of Rule 21 of the Trust Deed.

114  In a Minute of 23 Dec. 1947, Miss G.M. Turner’s birth certificate ‘disclosed her date of birth as 1891 
which takes her out of the scope of the Fund.’  She was ineligible for membership.

115  Minute Book, 13 Dec. 1950 and 3 March 1952.

116  Minute Book, 24 Oct. 1952. Shares to the value of £2,000 were acquired ‘in accordance with the 
Authority contained in Section 11 of the Trust Deed.’

117  There were other investments. In August 1964, for example, £2,000 was invested in Commonwealth 
Special Bonds.

118  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 1B, p. 19.
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to promote its fashion departments. Ms Nicholas was Miss Silver Chain in 1947 and 
then the Western Australian entrant in the Miss Australia quest. Two fashion experts, 
Mrs Pat (Molly) Healy and Mrs Gordon Campbell, helped Boans staff to organise a 
four-day, All-Australia Fashion Show in September, in aid of Ms Nicholas’ campaign.119 
A new fashion lounge with stage had been built on the first floor by 1938 to cater for 300 
patrons, and the publicity highlighted fourteen ‘professionally trained models’ who wore 
garments ‘designed and made entirely in Australia’. There were two exceptions—a hat 
from London and another from Paris, as Photo 5.4 illustrates. At the end of the show, all 
garments were sold by Boans. And so resumed one of the most successful promotional 
events in Boans history—the Spring and Autumn fashion parades whose substantial 
proceeds went to charity.120

On radio, Boans combined sport sponsorship with popular entertainment. Serenade was 
one of radio’s newest musical shows and brought Australian singers and instrumentalists, 

119  Before her marriage in 1938 to prominent S.P. bookmaker Pat Healy, Molly (Mary was her given name) 
worked as a seamstress in Boans department store. She made her own clothes and was always stylishly 
dressed. After her marriage she was shunned by Perth’s social set and spent the rest of her life trying 
to rectify that, according to stage and fashion designer Neal Hunsley in a Personal communication, 29 
March 2012. See C. Fox, ‘Healy, Mary Estelle (Molly)(1915-1971)’, ADB, OE. It was the custom in 
the 1940s and 1950s to refer to married women by their husband’s given name—hence Mrs Gordon 
Campbell. I have been unable to identify Mrs Campbell by her given name.

120  Details and photos of the fashion parade are in West Australian, 23, 29 Aug. and 3 Sept. 1947; Western 
Mail, 25 Sept. 1947; Women’s Weekly, 27 Sept. 1947.

Photo 5.4

Fashion models at Boans Ltd All-Australian Fashion Show, 1947.

Source: Geoff Moor.
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and the name of Boans, to Western Australian listeners. The program was broadcast on 
a Sunday night at 9 o’clock on 6IX Perth, 6WB Katanning and 6MD Merredin—so 
reaching country listeners many of whom were customers of the mail-order service.

Over the years Boans sports department employed a number of champion sportsmen, 
especially in golf and cricket. In 1932, for example, Boans ‘secured the services’ of the 
Fremantle Golf Professional, Mr Baldwin, to give free tuition in its golf section which 
included a driving range in the basement. Harris, Scarfe and Sandover, on the other hand, 
promoted two of its staff to only give advice—P. Maunder and G. Eaton who were also 
successful golf club champions.121 Boans always seemed to have the higher golfing profile 
knowing then, as now, that sporting champions and professional players attract customers.

Harry and Frank Boan were keen patrons of cricket competitions, both rural and 
metropolitan. In 1920 Country Week Cricket, a competitive carnival since 1907, was 
resumed after the First World War. Country teams competed for a silver trophy, the Boan 
Cup, as they still do today.122 Harry was patron of the WA Senior Matting (Cricket) 
Association from 1923-24 until he died, and Frank succeeded him. Metropolitan teams 
competed for the Harry Boan Shield, a magnificent piece of carved jarrah. A team winning 
the shield for three seasons in a row was entitled to keep it, as the Cosmopolitan team 
was able to do following the 1926-1927 season. Harry then presented a second shield 
as magnificent as the first. There were now two rules to be satisfied before a team could 
keep the shield permanently: win the premiership five times in all, and three times in 
succession. The Wigmores company team met the requirements after winning the 1948-
1949 competition and when the company was wound up, the shield was returned to the 
WA Suburban Turf Cricket Association which now conducted the fixtures.123

When Western Australia was admitted to the Sheffield Shield Competition for the 
summer of 1947-1948, the sports department took advantage of the opportunity. Frank 
had brought NSW cricketer, Keith Carmody, to Perth to work in schools and with local 
cricketers to try and raise the standard of play. He was soon appointed the State cricket 
coach and team captain and the Boans sports department sponsored his Friday Night 
Cricket News on Radio 6PR-6TZ. It also sponsored his broadcasts and commentaries 
during Sheffield Shield matches when Western Australia was not playing. Western 
Australia won the Sheffield Shield at its first attempt, and the sports department basked 
in the reflected glory.124

121  West Australian, 1 March 1932.

122  B. Reynolds, 100 Not Out: a history of Country Week Cricket in Western Australia, 1907-2007, Perth: 
W.P. Reynolds, c2006. Between 1955 and 1984, when Boans had a major presence in each town, Albany 
won the Cup eight times and Bunbury, six times. Local publicity and matching celebrations ensured 
the Boan name had a high profile. The history of Country Week Cricket may be found at the following 
website: http://www.waca.com.au/cricket/country/countryweekfestival.asp.

123  S. Errington, City Matting to Suburban Turf: a history of the West Australian Suburban Turf Cricket 
Association 1896-1996, Perth: West Australian Suburban Turf Cricket Association Inc., 1996.

124  WA beat South Australia by an innings and 124 runs. It drew its match with Victoria but beat NSW 
by 98 runs and Queensland by 183 runs. See Allan Miller (Ed.), First Class Cricket in Australia, compiled 
by Ray Webster, Glen Waverley, Vic.: R. Webster, 1991, pp. 61-65, 79, 80.
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An Indian team was playing a series of Test matches in Australia at the time of WA’s 
Sheffield Shield debut, and when the Indians arrived in Perth in October 1947 rain 
prevented them practising at the WACA, the Western Australian Cricket Association 
ground. Boans had installed an indoor cricket facility on the third floor and the Indians 
were the first visiting Test team to practise on an indoor wicket. When Frank was 
congratulated on his ‘bright idea’, his reaction was that ‘the only catch is that my office 
is right underneath’. It was a bright idea since the Indians attracted hundreds of people 
to the store, and the radio sponsorships brought the name of Boans to the attention of 
hundreds of listeners.125

Two of Boans most significant innovations were the opening in 1947 on the second floor of 
the Claude Hotchin Gallery, and the mounting of major exhibitions by Australian artists 
in the Exhibition Hall on the first floor. Sir Claude Hotchin (1898-1977) was a prominent 
businessman and art benefactor.126 The first exhibition was one of the most significant in 
Western Australian art history. It was a display of crayon drawings and watercolours by 
Aboriginal boys aged between twelve and fourteen from the Native Settlement School at 
Carrolup, near Katanning, an agricultural town in the Great Southern region of WA. The 
boys were tutored by Noel White and his wife, Lily. The Lieutenant-Governor, Sir James 
Mitchell, opened the exhibition on 21 October 1947 and such was its visual impact that 
the West Australian’s art critic, Charles Hamilton, observed:

In a few months children with no previous training have produced several 
hundred drawings of considerable artistic merit and educational significance. 
A high standard of composition, colour-rendering and pattern-making has 
been attained in a series of pictures of their own surroundings … The rhythmic 
use of line, mass and colour is often beautifully realised and bears comparison 
with that shown by more sophisticated students.127

The unique works of art were on display for four days only but gained international 
attention some years later and then disappeared for forty years, until found at the Picker 
Gallery of Colgate University in the United States and returned to Perth for the 2006 
Perth International Arts Festival and an exhibition in Katanning.128 Barry Loo was one of 
the teenage artists whose work was displayed in the Carrolup exhibition. 

The exhibition was not Boans’ first venture into Australian art. Department stores the 
world over have used art exhibitions to bring customers into the store and in March 
1932 Boans created a gallery on the first floor at the Murray Street end for a Special 
Exhibition of Australian Art. It was the inspiration of Western Australian-born artist, 

125  Matters relating to cricket may be found in Daily News, 19 Sept. and 4, 13 Oct. 1947; Broadcaster, 28 
Sept. 1947; Western Mail, 26 Nov. 1947.

126  J. Gooding, ‘Hotchin, Sir Claude (1898-1977)’, ADB. OE.

127  West Australian, 22 Oct. 1947.There is a photo in the following day’s issue showing Sir James Mitchell 
with four of the artists—Claude Kelly (aged 13), Barry Loo (13), Reynold Hart (14) and Parnell 
Dempster (13)—standing in front of some of their hung drawings in the background.

128  The story of the Carrolup Project is told in T. Pushman and R. Smith Walley, Koorah Coolingah 
(Children Long Ago), UWA, Berndt Museum of Anthropology, Occasional Paper No. 8, 2006.
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Image 5.1

Bounding for Home (Watercolour and black ink). Artist: Barry Loo, age 13.

Source: T. Pushman and R.S. Walley, Koorah Coolingah (Children Long Ago), Nedlands, WA: Museum of Anthropol-
ogy, UWA, 2006, p. 12.

John Brackenreg, the founder and secretary of the Perth Society of Artists. He managed 
the two-week exhibition on behalf of the Sydney-based Society of Artists and the 
Australian Art Association of Melbourne. Included in the exhibition of 168 works were 
many pictures seen for the first time in WA, by some of the leading contemporary artists 
of the day—Rupert Bunny, George Coates, George Lambert, John Longstaff, James 
Quinn and Arthur Streeton.129

Coincident with the establishment of the Claude Hotchin Gallery was the creation of the 
Hotchin Art Prizes for oil painting and water colour. They were acquisitive prizes and many 
of the winning paintings Hotchin presented to the Children’s Hospital, long associated 

129  The exhibition was advertised in the West Australian, 8 March 1932, and an account of the Opening of the 
Perth Exhibition by Dr J.S. Battye is in the West Australian, 9 March 1932. John Brackenreg established 
the Artarmon Gallery and an associated publishing company, Legend Press, as a commercial enterprise 
in NSW in 1955. In 1957 the Aboriginal artist Albert Namatjira entered into a legal agreement with 
Legend Press whereby the company would pay royalties to the artist in exchange for having the right 
to reproduce the paintings. This provided an ongoing income (an economic benefit) to Namatjira. The 
artist died intestate in 1959. Brackenreg acquired from the Northern Territory Public Trustee, in 1983, 
copyright to the work of Albert Namatjira for a fee of $8,500. Under current law, copyright endures for 
70 years after an artist’s death. The significance in 2011 is that for $8,500 there will be a further 42 years 
of copyright benefit. The sale price for a Namatjira work in 2011 runs into several hundred thousand 
dollars. Aboriginal Senator Aden Ridgeway (Democrats) has called on the Federal Government to 
discuss with the Northern Territory Government the possibility of buying back the copyright to Albert 
Namatjira’s work. At the present time the Government is unwilling to provide sui generis protection of 
Aboriginal culture. See: ABC 7.30 Report, 21 April 2003 at http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2003/
s836864.html;  Matthew Rimmer, ‘Albert Namatjira: copyright estates and traditional knowledge’, June 
2003 at http://archive.alia.org.au/incite/2003/06/albert.namatjira.html ; Arts Law Centre of Australia, 
www.artslaw.com.au/case-studies/entry/albert-namatjira-a-lack-of-a-will/ .
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with the name of Harry Boan. Maurice Kennedy, the Boans display department’s graphic 
designer, was the only artist to win both Hotchin Prizes, for a watercolour in 1954 and an 
oil painting in 1960. That year Romola Clifton won the Rubinstein Portrait Prize, valued 
at £300. Boans was the convenor of this annual prize, given by the Rubinstein cosmetics 
organisation in memory of Helena Rubinstein. Judy Cassab won the prize in 1964 and 
1965, and was then commissioned to paint Frank Boan’s portrait, once for the board room 
and again for the family home.130

The Claude Hotchin Gallery was significant for more than twenty years not only as a 
venue for the regular display of exhibitions but as the first gallery in Perth where people 
could buy original works at reasonable prices to hang in their homes.

The display department had existed since 1905, concentrating on window exhibitions—
another promotion component. During the war, window displays were blacked out, the 
Murray Street window was boarded up and the plate glass put into storage. After the 
war the department was expanded to include advertising. Full-time ticket writers were 
employed and display and printing technology introduced. Boans had always competed 
with success in display competitions and between 1952 and 1959 entered the annual 
Flower Day event organised by the Silver Chain nursing organisation.131 The Boans 
windows attracted visitors from all over the world, according to display manager Philip 
Loffman. Appendix 6.1a and 6.1b show examples of award-winning displays.

Boans had a long history of taking promotional advantage of key events such as the Royal 
Visit of February 1954. The young Queen Elizabeth II and her husband, The Duke of 
Edinburgh, completed their eight-week Australian tour in Perth. It was the first time a 
ruling monarch had visited Australia and despite the fear associated with a polio epidemic, 
the metropolis was adorned with red, white and blue banners, flags, lights and flowers. 
One newspaper described the scene as ‘A gay city is ready to greet the Queen’. Department 
stores tried to out-do each other in their visual displays.132 Boans Murray Street frontage 
was decorated with giant portraits of the royal couple. A model of Buckingham Palace 
and the Mall was displayed in a window, the coronation procession depicted with toy 
soldiers. At the Wellington Street end, a set of six-metre high trumpeters sculptured in 
paper was erected, with a musical fanfare playing every few minutes.133

11.0 Corporate Citizenship:

Boans public beneficence did not end with the war. It continued throughout this period. 
On 1 September 1955 in a ceremony in the University of Western Australia’s Winthrop 

130  Details of the Claude Hotchin Gallery, the Hotchin Art Prize and the Rubinstein Portrait Prize are 
found in Alan McCulloch, Encyclopedia of Australian Art, Hawthorn, Victoria: Hutchinson of Australia, 
1984.

131  ‘A history of Boans Department Store’, Private Archives – Boans Ltd 1895-1986, BL, BL-4785 A/9. 
An account of Flower Day activities is given in J. Chetkovich and D. Gore, A Chain of Care: a history of 
the Silver Chain Nursing Association, 1905-2005, Fremantle, WA: University of Notre Dame Press for 
the Silver Chain Nursing Association, 2005, Ch. 8

132  Jenny Gregory, City of Light, p. 23.

133  West Australian, 26 March 1954, and J. Gregory, City of Light, p. 31.
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Photo 5.5

Boans Ltd Wellington Street Decorations Royal Visit, 1954

Source: Geoff Moor.

Hall, marked by pageantry and protocol, the Lord Mayor of Perth, Mr James Murray, 
launched the Medical School Appeal.134 The significance of the occasion was sufficient 
for every radio station in Perth to broadcast proceedings that included the announcement 
by Premier Albert Hawke that, ‘No person shall be denied access to the medical school 
simply because of personal or family limitations.’ 135

Of the £400,000 needed, more than half had been subscribed already. A headline in the 
West Australian on 2 September 1955 announced that:

Medical Fund Opens With £203,629; Boans Donates £20,000

Only the WA Lotteries Commission, with a donation of £30,000, gave more than Boans, 
whose contribution represented nearly nine per cent of the £223,000 supplied by industry 
and commerce.136 And Frank himself personally contributed £5,000.137 The Boans 

134  It was said that “the pageantry and impressive dignity of the occasion” was “unmatched by any save 
those held at the University during the visit of Her Majesty the Queen in 1954”, F. Alexander, Campus 
at Crawley: a narrative and critical appreciation of the first fifty years of the University of Western Australia, 
Melbourne, Vic.: F.W. Cheshire, 1963, quoted p. 407.

135  The quotation and the headline are from the West Australian, 2 Sept. 1955.

136  F. Alexander, Campus at Crawley, 1963, p. 407. The Chairman’s action was endorsed retrospectively at 
a Directors’ Meeting on 23 Sept. 1955, the amount of £20,000 to be paid in four annual instalments of 
£5,000, the first having been paid on 26 Aug. SLV, CMA, Box 3159, Minute Book Nov. 1952 - March 
1979, Meeting of Directors.

137  Acknowledged Donations are recorded in the Medical School Appeal List 1955, in Medical School 
Appeal Committee Minutes, UWA Archives, Cons. 648, Vol. 2. A list, segmented by amounts, is 
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corporate and the Boan private donations were very significant amounts in the financial 
context of 1955. The Medical School Appeal was ‘the most successful appeal’ for funds 
in the history of the university, according to the University’s then resident historian, Fred 
Alexander. A report to the UWA Senate on 15 March 1956 revealed that the Appeal had 
exceeded its target by £170,000.138 

Boans generosity went beyond the institutional too. Terry Bourne worked for the 
Commonwealth Bank in Forrest Place in 1958. On Saturdays in winter he started work 
early in order to leave at midday to play football. As he hurried along Wellington Street 
to catch tram Route 18 he often saw Frank leaving the City shop.139 ‘There was a wine 
bar on the eastern side and a laneway separating it from Boans. Patrons down on their 
luck would be waiting for Frank. He always had a pocketful of coins and would distribute 
them to a chorus of “God bless ya, Frankie”. I saw that many times,’ said Bourne.140 This 
individual and corporate generosity is further evidence of the philosophy of tzedakah that 
continued to motivate the company and its management after Harry’s death.

12.0 Conclusion:

It was under Harry Boan’s entrepreneurial leadership that the Boans enterprise was 
established and he presided over it until his son Frank arrived in 1929. By then he was 
nearly seventy years of age and had come to rely on a number of long-serving staff, not 
related to the family, who provided an executive team: Horace Davenport, J.W. Vivian, 
Alfred Moore, Arnold Hume and Robert Bowen. Each was to serve as managing director 
at some stage before their retirement (or death in the case of Robert Bowen). What was 
established by the time Frank arrived was a culture of executive management. It was 
this team of salaried executives who mentored Frank and who provided the corporate 
leadership that he came to rely on when he took charge as governing director after his 
father’s death in 1941, so completing a cultural change to managerial capitalism.

The period between the First and Second World Wars had been characterised by the 
redevelopment and expansion of the Wellington-Murray Street site but after the Second 
World War, when Western Australia was enjoying a sustained period of rapid economic 
growth, the company planned to follow overseas trends and develop a set of suburban 
shopping centres. Frank Boan had seen first-hand the development of suburban shopping 
centres in the United States. Under his management a start was made with the opening 
of Perth’s first suburban department store, the Waverley Shopping Centre, in 1958. The 

recorded in the West Australian, 2 Sept. 1955. The most significant corporate donations after Boans 
Ltd were for £10,000 from the Rural and Industries Bank of Western Australia and the Australasian 
Petroleum Refinery Ltd. Sir Edward Lefroy made a personal donation of £8,728 and, apart from Frank 
Boan’s £5,000, the next highest personal donation was that of Dr. J.P. Ainslie for £1,200. 

138  F. Alexander, Campus at Crawley, pp. 400 and 407. The WA Institute & Industrial School of the 
Blind also received significant Boans support: £3,000, in annual amounts of £1,000, was recorded in 
the Directors’ Minutes for 8 July 1957. VSL, CMA, Box 3159, Minute Book Nov. 1952 - March 1979, 
Meeting of Directors.

139  The last metropolitan tram service was Route 18, Inglewood to Perth, on 19 July 1958. The tram is 
preserved at Whiteman Park.

140  Terry Bourne, Personal communication, 11 Feb. 2008.
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following period (1960-1969) was to see the implementation of a suburban and country 
growth strategy.

The strategy meant acquiring land for future development, identifying potential businesses 
for either acquisition (as was the case with Mainwarings Store in Medina) or partnership, 
and putting in place the needed financial resources that were beyond the scope and 
scale of retained earnings of a private company with a small number of shareholders. 
Boans changed its capital structure and went public in January 1954 with an authorised 
capital of £800,000. By January 1957 it was necessary to enlarge its authorised capital 
to £1,000,000. That it met its capital needs so quickly and so easily is a measure of its 
standing with Western Australian investors and the financial markets, and indicative of 
the need to keep pace with the growing demands of a dramatically increasing population. 

During this period the company introduced a number of innovations in technology and 
merchandising practice that benefitted customers and contributed to a more effective 
operation as well as muting competition. Perth’s first escalator was installed in December 
1948. New accounting methods facilitated both inventory control and more transparent 
financial reporting.

The company also expanded horizontally. It opened four service stations after 1953 and 
built a modern television workshop in 1959 with technicians to provide after-sales service 
to the growing market for television sets after the transmission of television in 1959-
1960. The company also took advantage of the growing demand for pre-cut and wrapped 
meats by modernising its butchers shop in East Perth, and installing modern, refrigerated, 
self-serve meat cabinets in selected outlets. Innovations that directly affected staff were 
the recognition of long service through the establishment of the Thirty Year Club, the 
introduction of a staff superannuation scheme, variation in Award leave patterns and the 
introduction of a staff discount on purchases.

Boans continued its long-established and successful promotion methods of eye-catching 
window displays, end of season sales, regular bargain basement attractions, and visual 
support for Royal Visits. The availability of a new fashion lounge inspired the resumption 
of the Spring and Autumn fashion parades, proceeds of which went to charity. The 
company continued to exploit radio as it combined sport sponsorship (of cricket especially) 
with the sponsorship of popular radio entertainment that reached customers beyond the 
metropolitan area. While the mounting of art and photographic exhibitions in department 
stores was not unique to Boans, the provision of a gallery where people could buy works 
of art at reasonable prices to hang in their homes was innovative since it was the first such 
gallery in Perth.

It was in the area of corporate citizenship that Boans made its most significant mark. 
By the beginning of the Second World War the obligation of tzedakah had permeated 
the culture of the company. Staff made a conspicuous contribution to the war effort. 
The company’s Social and Sporting Club coordinated staff endeavours—for monies to 
support a convalescent home for returned soldiers, sailors and nurses; the purchase of a 
naval ambulance; the purchase of War Savings Certificates; the despatch of parcels to the 
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447 enlisted employees. Staff were trained as war wardens but drills and exercises were 
also made available to the public.

The company’s contribution of £20,000 and Frank Boan’s personal contribution of £5,000 
to the Medical School Appeal in September 1955 were in keeping with the obligation 
of tzedakah practised as part of a business and personal philosophy. Boans’ staff and the 
company’s shareholders supported such examples.

In the next chapter I will look at the significant changes in the business environment between 
1960 and 1969 and how Boans management adapted to the turbulent environment, and 
the loss of its chairman of directors after Frank Boan died in 1967, as it implemented its 
expansion plans in suburb and country.



199

CHAPTER SIX

SUBURBAN AND REGIONAL GROWTH

(1960-1970)

1.0 Setting:

At half past five each afternoon the City store doors were shut, the music stopped, and 
buyers from city and suburb handed in their day’s trading figures to statisticians Stan 
Francis and Terry Scook waiting at the soda fountain. The directors and senior executive 
also waited for the results. Once they were known, the assembled staff would go up to the 
board room for one drink before heading home. It was a routine of long standing as the 
end of one day’s trading became the catalyst for tomorrow’s action.

Francis and Scook recorded the results in a book, first the number of customers and then 
the day’s takings. The order was significant. The first question Frank Boan always asked 
was, ‘How many customers did we have?’ Service was a priority for him and during his long 
reign it remained central in the corporate culture, from the managing and merchandising 
directors down to the sales assistant, whose importance Frank never under-estimated. He 
told shareholders on more than one occasion that:

Our motto is ‘Boans For Service’ and although we may provide the best range 
of merchandise and service possible it is still the attention and courtesy of the 
Sales Assistants which keep the public coming back through our doors.1

The 1960s was a period of rapid growth characterised by great social, political and 
economic change in an increasingly competitive retailing environment. Boans maintained 
its reputation for quality of service as it expanded its reach into suburb and country, and 
modernised and renovated its City store with new technology and customer services. The 
values that Frank instilled in the company — the legacy of his founding father — remained 
fundamental strengths after his death in December 1967. In addition to a competitive 
environment, however, rising operating costs affected profits, and these problems were 
compounded by an oversupply of retailing space throughout the metropolitan area. New 
specialised forms of retailing — discount stores, supermarket chains — challenged the 
concept of the department store as a universal provider. Nevertheless, the decade was one 
of the most profitable in the company’s history.

In this chapter I will show how demographic changes created retailing opportunities which 
Boans realised through suburban expansion and the modernising renovations of its City 
store. Expansion enabled Boans to offer the shopping public a wider choice of merchandise 
and a greater variety of services. I will also highlight the changing nature of retailing and 
the challenge this gave to Boans supremacy. Management stability since 1940 resulted in 

1 Minutes, 47th AGM, 20 July 1965, VSL, CMA, Box 3157.
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an ageing and increasingly conservative senior executive. While expansion created the need 
and opportunity for management promotion there were difficulties recruiting talented and 
committed people from outside the company. As Frank Boan had no sons, and a nephew 
unsuited to the demands and requirements of managing director, the third generation 
of two sons-in-law assumed responsibility for the business after Frank died. Difficulties 
arose after 1978 when they were appointed on the same remuneration packages but with 
different levels of responsibility. An external management report focussed the business 
on its core activities but changed the philosophy and direction of corporate citizenship as 
the business, still largely family-owned, responded both to its fiduciary responsibility to 
shareholders and the competitive marketplace.

Boans chose a strategy of horizontal integration through suburban and regional expansion, 
a strategy that reinforced early mover advantage and created economies of scale in its 
retailing operation. These were financed by retained earnings and capital-raising through 
share and debenture offerings. These economies altered the firm’s cost structure beneficially 
but, more significantly, enhanced the reach and effectiveness of its marketing function, 
its deployment of managerial skills (though not without strain) and the use it made of 
its merchandising information system.2 Cost-saving advantages occurred through the 
leveraging of its bulk buying power with wholesale and manufacturing suppliers as the 
company cooperated with both national and international buying groups. This intensified 
price competition to Boans advantage.

Innovation was another source of competitive advantage for Boans as this chapter will 
show. Boans dealt directly with suppliers, manufactured its own products (in the East 
Perth factory—an example of backward integration), commissioned specific and exclusive 
products from a variety of national and international manufacturers and marketed them 
under its own label; it centralised its warehousing and the logistics of distribution and 
installed the latest communication technologies. In the City store it improved, modernised 
and reorganised the store layout. Finally it introduced a number of customer services such 
as credit facilities and loyalty programs, facilitated remote shopping through phone and 
catalogue orders and maintained a home delivery service.3

The climax to this seminal period was the 75th Anniversary celebrated on 16 November 
1970. This will be the topic for the next chapter.

2.0 Management Stability:

One of the reasons for Boans success was the stability of its executive management. Harry 
Boan believed in promoting from within. The incentive was delegating responsibility 
and holding staff accountable for their performance. This was a policy Frank continued. 
Many staff who joined as teenagers, particularly the men, rose to prominent positions 
through many years of loyal and competent service. The company’s continuous expansion 
also created many promotional opportunities. Even so, there were dangers: an ageing 
management increasingly conservative in outlook, a turbulent retail marketplace, a high 

2 See TBEoT, p. 84.

3 See TBEoT, pp. 70-71.
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level of employment in the Western Australian economy, and the lack of financial reward 
in retailing. Without new, younger executives there was a risk of being swamped in a 
turbulent environment. That Boans performed so well reflects sound business practice: 
the difficulties were to come in the following decade.

Frank was governing director from 1941 then chairman of directors of the public company 
from 1954 until 1967. He was served by two very able managing directors between 1941 
and 1959: J.W. Vivian (1941-1950) and Alfred Moore (1950-1959). Both men had 
joined Boan Brothers before the First World War, Vivian in 1900, Moore in 1909. In the 
last two decades of the company’s history there were four managing directors, three of 
whom were also elected chairman of directors. A lot of corporate history was recorded in 
the collective experience of these men. Table 6.1 gives an idea of stable management and 
executive longevity.

Table 6.1: Boan Bros and Boans Ltd Executive (1896-1984)

Alfred Orton
Joined Boan Bros 1896

Retired 1912

General Manager
1896-1912

Henry Williams
Joined Boan Bros 1896

Retired 1922

General Manager
1912-1922

Horace Davenport
Joined Boan Bros 1896

Died 1934

Managing Director
1922-1934

Frank Boan OBE
Joined Boans Ltd 1929

Died 1967

Managing Director
1934-1941

Governing Director
1941-1954

Chairman of Directors
1954-1967

J.W. Vivian JP
Joined Boans Ltd 1900

Retired 1950

Managing Director
1941-1950

Alfred Moore JP
Joined Boans Ltd 1909

Retired 1959

Managing Director
1950-1959

Arnold Hume JP
Joined Boans Ltd 1917

Died 1965

Managing Director
1959-1965

Robert Bowen JP
Joined Boans Ltd 1919

Retired 1970

Managing Director
1965-1970

Chairman of Directors
1967-1970

Edwin Benness AM, JP
Joined Boans Ltd 1932

Retired 1978

Managing Director
1970-1978

Chairman of Directors
1970-1978

J.B. ( Jock) Morrison
Joined Boans Ltd 1968

Retired 1984

Managing Director
1978-1984

Chairman of Directors
1978-1984
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3.0 Demographic Change and Retailing Challenge:

Necessary conditions for large-scale suburban shopping centres were a growing population 
in a catchment area that was serviced by a public and private transport infrastructure. 
What M.R. Johnston and Associates described in their 1973 survey of metropolitan 
retail shopping as the ‘ubiquity of the motor car’ meant easier access to these shopping 
centres; the car removed the constraints on where people lived and shopped. Innovations 
in refrigeration and packaged foods lessened shopping  frequency, so giving perishable 
goods an extended ‘shelf life’ and facilitating grocery storage at home.4

Between 1960 and 1970 Perth’s population grew faster than that of any other capital city 
— about 4.7 per cent per annum — as new suburbs spread increasingly further from the 
Central Business District (CBD).5 Not only did the population grow but there was also 
a demographic shift as the first generation of baby boomers matured into adulthood and 
moved out into the outer suburbs where they built and furnished new homes, acquired 
mortgages and bought cars on hire-purchase. Between 1954 and 1966 the segment of the 
population aged over twenty rose from 35 to 41 per cent, and by 1976 more than half the 
population was over thirty years of age.6 

Suburban expansion had been a fact for a century but had never really challenged the 
retailing supremacy of the CBD. M.R. Johnston’s ‘Perth Metropolitan Retail Shopping 
Survey 1973’ records that:

Suburbs and suburban living are no new phenomena but until relatively 
recently the power of the suburbs has been incapable of challenging the central 
area. With the recent surge in suburbanization such is no longer the case.7

Early suburbs had developed along railway or tramway routes beside which were small 
shops that served the everyday needs of residents living within walking or cycling 
distance. It was when less frequently purchased or more expensive items were required 
that consumers journeyed into the city. As a department store, Boans was often the 
preferred destination. It had trams running past its Murray Street entrance, trolley buses 
in Wellington Street and the Central Railway Station across the road. 

 The volume and value of retail sales increased rapidly between 1950 and 1970 but what 
changed almost as dramatically was where those sales took place. The value of sales in the 
metropolitan region increased from $130 million in 1952-53 to an estimated $500 million 
in 1972-73, an increase of more than 360 per cent.8 In 1956-57 businesses in the Perth 

4 M.R. Johnston and Associates, ‘Perth Metropolitan Retail Shopping Survey 1973’, Perth, WA: 
Metropolitan Region Planning Authority, Perth, Western Australia, 1974, Introduction.

5 The population growth is recorded in J. Gregory, City of Light, p. 113. The actual percentage is from 
M.R. Johnston and Associates, ‘Perth Metropolitan Retail Shopping Survey 1973’, p. 32.

6 J. Gregory, City of Light, p. 131.

7 M.R. Johnston, p. 19.

8 These, and the following figures, are taken from M.R. Johnston, ‘Perth Metropolitan Retail Shopping 
Survey 1973’, Growth in Retail Sales (p.27), Distribution of Retail Sales (p. 30) and Population Growth 
and Distribution (p. 32).
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CBD accounted for 38 per cent of metropolitan sales, according to the M.R. Johnston 
survey. This proportion declined to 30 per cent by 1961-62 and to 21 per cent by 1968-69. 
Lessons could be learnt, perhaps, from Sydney which had undergone a similar change in 
CBD sales: in 1968-69 its CBD accounted for only 11 per cent of sales in its metropolitan 
area.9 

Population growth was not confined to the metropolitan area. Business journalist Don 
Lippscombe noted that during the period of minerals-based expansion, between 1963 
and 1972, Western Australia was opening up new townships at the rate of ‘two every three 
years’.10 By the end of the decade, 39,000 people had been settled in outback locations, 
mostly in the Pilbara. This was a mail-order opportunity of which Boans took advantage.11 

Besides population growth and suburban expansion, a third challenge to Boans was the 
change in the nature of retailing. There were already supermarkets such as Coles and 
Woolworths, Charlie Carters and Tom the Cheap specialising in the sale of food and 
groceries. It was the application of supermarket strategies to merchandise retailing that 
provided strong competition. Electrical discount stores operating on low margins and 
minimum service — such as locally-based Rowley Goonan, W.J. Lucas and Parry’s — were 
easily matched for the time being by Boans superior buying power and quality of service. 
The national discount stores, such as Kmart and Target, were the real threat. They used 
self-service techniques and operated at low margins to sell furniture, electrical appliances 
and whitegoods (such as washing machines and refrigerators) as well as garments and 
soft-goods. This was competition not easily matched.12

4.0 Meeting the Challenge:

Boans met the challenges in a number of ways. Its reputation for service was one of its 
strongest weapons and it emphasised this in staff training and in its advertising. It renovated 
and modernised the City store, opened Western Australia’s first suburban department 
store, became the major tenant in new suburban shopping centres and developed a central 
warehouse based in Cannington.13 This huge centre — it was nearly two hectares in 

9  It should be noted that the relative decline in the role of the Perth CBD between 1956-57 and 1968-69 
was not accompanied by an actual fall in sales volume but the increase was relatively small (from $105M 
to $141M) given the very high increase in total metropolitan sales ($278M to $680M) that occurred 
during this 12-year period. M.R. Johnston, p. 30. No starting figures were given for Sydney so it is not 
possible to gauge either the magnitude or the rapidity of the decline in CBD retailing.

10 D. Lippscombe, ‘5: 1960-1979’, in P. Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western 
Australia, p. 161.

11  According to E.C. Benness, at its height the mail order department employed 50-60 staff. BL, Interview, 
OH 2585, Tape 2B, p. 26.

12  Several Boans customers told me that for electrical and white goods purchases they were told by discount 
merchants to go to Boans to look over the range of goods on offer ‘then come back and see us for a better 
price.’

13  The Cannington Distribution Centre of 200,000 square feet (1.86 hectares) is another example of Frank 
Boan’s far-sightedness and strategic thinking. He had bought some eight acres (three hectares) of land 
adjacent to the Carousel shopping centre, when it was comparatively cheap, with such a facility in mind. 
It was close to major transport routes. Details of the Centre are recorded in Minutes, 58th AGM, 21 
July 1976.
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area — was unique for both its efficiency and its effectiveness, and improved the service 
to customers by maintaining better levels of stock on the shelves through its ‘just-in-
time’ delivery system, to all suburban stores as well as to Bunbury, Albany and, later on, 
Geraldton. 

To revitalise the City store, new shop fronts were completed in Wellington and Murray 
Streets and new lifts installed for customers and goods delivery in the despatch section; 
lighting was improved and modernised to enhance the attractiveness of merchandise on 
display and an Exhibition Hall was opened on the fourth floor. First the ground floor of 
well-seasoned jarrah and then the other floors were progressively carpeted.14 Between 
1970 and 1977 the entire store was air-conditioned — a massive undertaking — and 
escalators installed from the basement to the fourth floor.15

When shoppers were asked in the metropolitan retail shopping survey in 1973 what they 
thought about the CBD, they said that it offered a wider variety of goods and more 
competitive shopping than suburban centres but there were parking problems and it was 
often crowded and confusing. In the suburbs, on the other hand, greater mobility and 
affluence increased the opportunity to shop. And you did not have to get dressed up as 
you did when ‘going to town’. The motor car became a glorified shopping trolley, and 
with improved food preservation, the refrigeration of perishable goods and equipment 
for home storage, shoppers could anticipate their needs and stock up. This created more 
leisure time for non-home-based activities. Women still did most of the shopping and, as 
M.R. Johnson & Associates found, surburban shopping gave them more control over their 
lives and greater freedom of choice in their lifestyles.16 Although he does not distinguish 
between married and single, according to Lippscombe, the prroportion of women in the 

14  Harry wanted to retain the wooden floors because he didn’t want to alienate his traditional customers; 
Frank resisted a change because he liked the sound generated by customers’ feet. These observations 
were given to me by business journalist John McIlwraith. See also E. Benness, Recollections – ‘Up to his 
death in 1941 Harry Boan refused to have bare floor-boards on the ground floor covered as he wanted 
the humble people to feel at home in his store’.

15  Directors’ Minutes and AGM Minutes, 1962-1981, VSL, CMA, Box 3157.

16  M.R. Johnston & Associates, ‘Perth Metropolitan Retail Shopping Survey 1973’, pp. 53, 61.

Table 6.2
Boans Ltd Metropolitan Shopping Centre Openings

1958-1967

Year Date Shopping Centre Opening

1958 25 Sept. Waverley Department Store, Cannington

1960 8 Dec. Medina Shopping Centre

1961 23 Nov. Morley Shopping Centre

1963 24 Jan. Medina extensions completed

1964 31 Aug. Grove Shopping Centre, Cottesloe

1967 1 June Melville Shopping Centre

1967 13 Nov. Innaloo Shopping Centre
 

Source: Boans Ltd Diary, 27 June 1936 - Nov. 1981.
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State’s workforce increased between 1960 and 1975 from one in four to one in three.17 
Sociologist Belinda Probert, writing of the Australian scene in 1990, noted ‘one of the 
most significant social changes in recent years —the rapid entry of married women into the 
labour market.’ Similar trends, she said, could be seen in all Western industrial societies.18 

Many families now had double incomes. These changes enhanced the attractiveness 
and convenience of suburban shopping and Boans responded with strategically located 
suburban stores, as Table 6.2 illustrates.

5.0 Family Life – and Management Implications:

There had also been significant developments for Frank at home. He and Betty had no 
sons but acquired two sons-in-law when their elder daughter, Susan, married Geoffrey 
Bingemann in 1958 and their younger daughter, Jane, married J.B. ( Jock) Morrison in 
1961.19 After Frank’s death these two men played a crucial but competitive role in the 
management and merchandising of Boans especially after August 1978 when Morrison 
was appointed managing director and Bingemann his deputy.20

Bingemann was a third generation pharmacist.21 In 1956 he joined the Henry Francis 

17  Don Lippscombe discusses the status of women, the liberating effect of oral contraception, the profile 
of women in the workforce and the commercial standing of women in the community in ‘5: 1960-1979’, 
in P. Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, pp. 164-167. 

18  B. Probert, Working Life: arguments about work in Australian society, South Yarra, Vic.: McPhee Gribble 
Publishers, 1990, p. 89. Italics in the original. C. Fox deals with the participation rate of married 
women in Working Australia, North Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin Pty Ltd, 1991, Ch. 9, The changing 
workforce 1945-1974, esp. pp. 146-149. In 1947 it was 3.4 per cent, in 1966 16 per cent and 42 per cent 
in 1982 (p. 146).

19  The Bingemann marriage ended in divorce in 1970, after Frank Boan died. This created problems at 
two levels: the working relationship between two ex-brothers-in-laws; the role of an ex-wife but major 
shareholder when on the board of directors.

20  Edwin Benness retired as managing director and chairman of the board on 15 August 1978. By resolution 
of the directors on 29 June, 1978, J.B. Morrison was appointed managing director and chairman of the 
board and Geoffrey Bingemann deputy managing director, effective from 16 August, both on the same 
salary and employment conditions. Directors’ Minutes, 29 June 1978, VSL, CMA, Box 3157. Both 
Morrison and Bingemann were reluctant to discuss their managerial and personal relationship of forty 
years ago but there is anecdotal evidence from a number of senior staff I interviewed to conclude that 
the relationship was fraught with tension. Morrison perhaps understated the point when he told me that 
‘the Morrisons and the Bingemanns were never close.’ An acrimonious divorce complicated matters still 
further as Chapters Eight and Nine will reveal.

21  H.C. Armstrong opened the WA Apothecaries Company at 680 Hay Street in 1894. Despite the setback 
of a fire in April 1897 the business prospered and ‘capacious new premises’ were established by 1909 on 
an expanded site in central Hay Street. A number of branches were also opened including one located 
at the corner of William and Murray Streets. Geoffrey’s grandfather, Herbert Henry Bingemann from 
Victoria, registered as a pharmacist in WA in 1900. When the original WA Apothecaries was broken 
up, he acquired the branch and the business name in about 1914. His son, and Geoffrey’s father, Roy 
Henry Bingemann, qualified as a pharmacist in 1933. The WA Apothecaries Company remained in the 
family at this address until the building was demolished in 1967. These details are compiled from A. 
McWhinney, A History of Pharmacy in Western Australia, Perth, WA: Pharmaceutical Council of Western 
Australia, 1975, pp. 68-71, 101. An interesting sidelight is that Leonard Oliver Siggs arrived in WA 
from England in 1913 and qualified as a pharmacist in 1916. He worked for H.H. Bingemann before 
opening the dispensary at Boan Bros in about Sept. 1916. It was Perth’s first department store to have 
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pharmacy in Melbourne. It was located in the Myer store, Australia’s dominant retailer. 
‘I wanted to have a look at the larger aspect of merchandising than just pharmacy,’ he 
recalled, but once he had gained that pharmaceutical and retailing experience his objective 
was to return to Perth to join his father in the family business before, as he said, ‘doing 
something on my own’.22 He was not interested in his father-in-law’s invitation to ‘join 
the big league’. He wanted to build up the Palace Pharmacy, a business he now owned.23 

Frank was mindful that he had no sons to succeed him, recognised the need to protect the 
company from outsiders, knew that his health was a more serious concern than he had let 
on, and saw that his nephew Rupert, although a brilliant merchandiser, was not shaping 
up as chief executive material.24 He continued to press Bingemann to join the business. 
Frank made it clear that it would be impossible to hang on to Boans unless the family was 
behind it. He told Bingemann, ‘If the family wants it, and we want to band together and 
stop Myers buying it, then we need support from you and Jock’. 

Bingemann joined the firm in May 1961 as assistant to merchandise controller, Norman 
Collett. Four months later, Collett, also a pharmacist, was appointed deputy merchandising 
director and Bingemann a merchandise controller for the ground floor. When Collett 
retired as an executive director from the board in January 1964 after 40 years’ service with 
the company, Bingemann was appointed to the board.25

such a service and Siggs managed the dispensary for four years. He was succeeded by Norman James 
Collett who was to become a director of Boans Ltd. The Boans Pharmacy became a test case before the 
courts in Nov. 1916, initiated by the WA Pharmaceutical Society. Harry Boan was charged with having 
‘carried on the business of a pharmaceutical chemist, he not being registered.’ According to Boan’s 
defence counsel, M.G. Lavan, ‘chemists did not like Boan because the store made up prescriptions at a 
moderate price.’ The prosecution failed and the presiding magistrate, T.F. Davies, ‘allowed [costs] against 
the prosecution’ of four guineas, presumably paid by the Pharmaceutical Society. Geoffrey Bingemann 
joined a pharmacy in Melbourne located in the Myer department store, a dominant retailer in 1956 as 
Boan Bros was in 1916. The court case is reported in West Australian, 20 and 21 Nov. 1916, p. 8 and p. 7.

22  G.A. Bingemann, Interview, 14 Dec. 2006. Material and quotations for this section are taken from this 
interview unless indicated otherwise

23  The closest Bingemann had got to Boans was to buy 100 shares in the company soon after it floated 
in 1954. He kept the share certificates from when he bought them in 1954 until they were acquired 
through the Myer takeover in 1984. 

24  Frank Boan had told his niece (and Rupert’s sister), Sally, in the late 1950s that he was disappointed in 
Rupert – Sally Thorpe, Personal communication, 10 May 2008. Frank discussed Rupert’s management 
suitability with Edwin Benness and both men were of the opinion that Rupert would not make a 
suitable general manager. Edwin Benness, Personal communication. In his Battye Library Oral History 
Interview (OH 2585, Tape 7B, p. 91), however, he said that after Frank Boan died he called a meeting 
of the directors. He suggested that Rupert Boan takeover as chairman but the other directors objected 
strongly to this, he said, as Rupert was not considered mature enough. ‘I felt it was important that the 
Boan name be at the top but they didn’t feel the same way’. 

25  The dates are taken from Boans Ltd Diary, 27 June 1936 - Nov. 1981, in the possession of J.B. Morrison. 
Norman Collett was given a £9,000 retirement allowance in recognition of his long service. Minutes, 
Board of Directors, 31 Jan. 1964. Geoffrey Bingemann’s appointment is recorded in Minutes, Board of 
Directors, 27 Feb. 1964. As from the 28 February, all executive directors were paid a salary of £36,200. 
Shareholders confirmed the directorship at the 48th AGM, 20 July 1964.
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6.0 Financing Expansion:

At the 1960 (42nd) AGM, reporting on the company’s performance for 1959, chairman 
Frank Boan secured approval for the company’s authorised capital to be increased to 
£2M.26 One hundred thousand pounds of the raised capital was used to finance the 
building of the Morley Park Shopping Centre.27 The chairman told the 36 shareholders 
present that ‘we will be able to offer the shopping public a wider choice and a greater 
variety of services.’ Retail selling today, he said, depended on long term credit—and long-
term credit sales were continuing to expand. These extended credit facilities, including 
the use of store currency, made shopping easier, and the public accepted this service with 
enthusiasm.28

By the next (43rd) AGM, 20 July 1961, Morley Park had 14 tenants and Frank told the 38 
shareholders that he had found from experience that a certain amount of competition was 
necessary in shopping centres as a bigger selection attracted many shoppers. Although 
the 1961 credit squeeze was beginning to bite, Western Australia was more fortunate 
than most of the other states since there was less pessimism and less unemployment.29 ‘I 
believe that an occasional readjustment such as this is good for us in the long run and the 
prospects of a young and dynamic country such as Australia are very bright indeed,’ he 
said echoing something of his father’s faith in the State’s future. It was gratifying, he said, 
that a net profit of £125,994 recorded in 1960 was up £20,000 in 1961 (to £146,000) and 
turnover was at record levels.

According to Maddock and Stilwell, ‘the average Australian became almost twice as 
well off in the boom years between 1939 and 1968, and the value of goods and services 

26 300,000 ‘B’ class Preference shares and 1.4 million ordinary shares were issued. Shareholders Minute 
Book (Boans Ltd) 1954-1983, 42nd AGM, 20 July 1960, VSL, CMA, Book 3157. All quotations and 
data attributed to an AGM are from this source. By resolution at a Directors’ Meeting on 9 Nov. 1960 
it was resolved to issue share capital to the value of £1 million; this was announced in the Government 
Gazette WA on 25 Nov. 1960, p. 3810.

27 The Directors’ Minutes for 20 March 1961 record that the company borrowed £125,000 from the 
National Mutual Life Assurance of Australia (NMLA) to finance the issue of 125,000 convertible 
unsecured notes. A further £125,000 was borrowed from the NMLA to finance the Morley Park project, 
with the Waverley shopping centre as security.

28  The Chairman’s comments are recorded in Shareholders Minute Book (Boans Ltd) 1954-1983, 42nd 
AGM, 20 July 1960, VSL, CMA, Book 3157.

29  According to historian Frank Crowley, sudden and severe credit restrictions, coupled with an increased 
sales tax on some motor vehicles, were imposed on 15 Nov. 1960 to deal with a balance-of-payments 
crisis. This had come about through the lifting of import restrictions and a fall in export earnings, aided 
and abetted by inflation and speculation. The Menzies Government treasurer, Harold Holt, imposed at 
short notice some ‘corrective’ measures: insurance companies and superannuation funds were compelled 
to subscribe to federal loans; the Reserve Bank tightened control over the trading banks; interest rates 
were raised on bank deposits. The result was a severe recession in 1960-1961, labelled a ‘credit squeeze’. 
See: F.K, Crowley, Modern Australia in Documents, 1939-1970, Melbourne, Vic.: Wren Publishing Pty 
Ltd, 1973, Vol. 2, 1939-1970, pp. 402-405. Holt was appointed treasurer in 1958. According to historian 
W.J. Hudson, he ‘faced a testing novitiate.’ Wool income was down in 1958-59, and the country faced 
drought, rising inflation and unemployment. See: W.J. Hudson, ‘12: 1951-1972’, in F.K. Crowley (Ed.), 
A New History of Australia, Melbourne, Vic.: William Heineman, 1974, p. 513. The chapter gives a 
comprehensive overview of the period within a political framework.
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produced trebled.’ 30 By contrast, they point out, the economy had only doubled in size 
in the thirty years before 1939, and living standards had risen by just 10 per cent. Boans 
caught that wave of economic prosperity and rode it for more than a decade.

Table 6.3

Net value of recorded production in Western Australia

1938-1939 – 1974-1975

Year
Primary 

(Except mining & 
quarrying

Mining
and

quarrying
Manufacturing

Total

($M) % 
of total

($M) % 
of total

($M) % 
of total

($M)

1938-39 19 35 17 32 18 33 54

1946-47 50 54 10 11 32 35 92

1951-52 151 59 20 8 85 33 256

1955-56 157 53 26 9 111 38 294

1963-64 236 47 31 6.2 231 46 498

1967-68 330 38 158* 18 388 44 876

1968-69 358 38 235 25 361 38 954

1974-75 685 32 654 31 780 37 2119

* Gross value of production.

Source: R.N. Ghosh, ‘Economic development and population growth in WA since 1945’, in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A 
New History of Australia, Table 8.7, p. 282.

During the 1960s the Western Australian economy was supported by a period of rapid 
development in mining, agriculture and manufacturing.31 

Table 6.3 illustrates the magnitude of that industrial growth since it shows the net value 
of production in WA from 1938-39, when it was $54 million, to 1974-75, when it was 
$2,119 million. Notable is the growth in the value of mining from 1967 onwards and 
the decrease in the contribution manufacturing made from 1963-64 onwards to the total 
value of production. Two results of that growth were almost full employment, which made 
it difficult for companies like Boans to secure management talent, and higher incomes 

30  R. Maddock and F. Stilwell, ‘Boom and recession’, in A. Curthoys, A.W. Martin and T. Rowse (Eds), 
Australians From 1939, Broadway, NSW: Fairfax, Syme & Weldon Associates, 1987, p. 255. The 
authors give a colourful and illustrated national overview of the period 1939-1968. R.N. Ghosh gives 
a detailed account of Western Australia’s economic and demographic development in ‘8: Economic 
development and population growth in Western Australia since 1945’, in C.T. Stannage (Ed.), A New 
History of Western Australia.

31  Don Lippscombe describes how Western Australia became caught up ‘in the great ebb and flow of the 
industrialised countries’ fortunes’, giving special attention to mining and a government that favoured 
capital-intensive industries in ‘5: 1960-1979’, in P. Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in 
Western Australia. ‘Optimism,’ he said, ‘was endemic in Western Australia’s business community’ (p. 155).
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for most of the workforce, some of which was finding its way into Boans’ cash registers.32 

Just as the company had done over the previous sixty-seven years it intended to keep on 
growing in the years ahead, the chairman told his shareholders, as a participant and a 
beneficiary of the State’s economic wealth. Modernising the City store became a priority. 
The facelift to both the Wellington Street (1906) and the Murray Street (1935) frontages 
were completed by the end of 1963. The installation of a mezzanine floor especially for 
men’s fashion, begun in 1961, was a part of the continued internal improvements that 
made the store more attractive to customers, and increased the available selling space. As 
Benson observed of American department stores, ‘the management of space was a central 
concern in department stores of all sizes.’ 33 There were also added or enlarged services. 
Banks had decided in 1962 to remain closed on Saturdays, for example, and a side effect 
was a greater demand for savings bank facilities within two of Boans’ stores. The company 
was now operating agencies for the four main banks, in the City and Morley Park branches. 
Management also paid attention to its first regional centre in Bunbury. Additions were 
commenced on the Hayward’s Store ‘so that we can extend our range of merchandise to 
cater for the needs of this rapidly developing area,’ Frank Boan told the shareholders.

After such a period of rapid expansion and renovation, a period of consolidation was 
necessary. More than £1 million had so far been invested in new buildings and equip-
ment. The suburban profit centres were now worth considerably more than the original 
investment: Morley was performing well above budget; Waverley had steadily increased 
its number of customers; the Medina extensions were now completed. Nevertheless, trad-
ing was adversely affected by the credit squeeze and turnover was higher although more 
the result of expanded activity than productivity.34

Again Frank iterated his confidence in the future of the State and a determination to 
participate in its prosperity.35 Then at an extraordinary general meeting on 16 September 

32  Frank Boan told shareholders at the 46th AGM, 20 July 1964, that although a substantial increase in the 
basic wage had contributed to a rise in operating costs, ‘we are geared to attract our fair share of the extra 
money in circulation.’ On 7 July 1966 the basic wage was increased by a further $2 per week.

33  S.P. Benson, ‘Palace of consumption and machine for selling: the American department store, 1880-1940’, 
Radical History Review, vol. 21, Fall 1979, p. 201. Department store managers, she said, manipulated 
space at three distinct levels: they designed the store as a whole; they divided its selling space; they 
devised fixtures and displays to contain the merchandise. Each level was expected to contribute to profit. 
(p. 202). Boans had another problem. To begin with, the City store acted as a warehouse, receiving all 
the supplies. This use of storage space became increasingly expensive as the value of CBD real estate 
rose. Then the East Perth factory site became the reception depot. The opening of the Cannington 
Distribution Centre was a modern warehouse for the reception and despatch of merchandise to various 
Boans stores. The City store now had vacant storage space but it was unsuited for conversion into selling 
space. This became an issue when the board was considering participating in the redevelopment of 
Forrest Place, as I show in Ch. 8. 

34  In the Directors’ Report presented to the 44th AGM, 20 July 1962, shareholders were told that ‘turnover 
was higher due to expanded activities.’ 

35  Frank Boan in his Chairman’s Address at the 45th AGM, 19 July 1963, said: ‘I am more than ever 
convinced of the great future of this State and of our determination to contribute to and participate in 
the prosperity which lies ahead.’ Also at that AGM, Mr Frederick H. Savage retired from the board. 
New company law legislation made it mandatory for directors to retire at the age of 70. Savage & 
Phillips were the London buying agents for Boans and had been since the company’s inception. The 
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1963, shareholders approved an increase in the company’s capital to £2.4 million, the ad-
ditional funds to be used for expansion.36 It was the last capital-raising for the decade. In 
the period 1954-1963, according to the Minutes of this meeting, the company’s assets had 
grown (by 215 per cent) from an initial £2 million, to £6.3 million, and shareholder funds 
(by 56 per cent) from £1.6 million to £2.5 million.37

By 1964 the branches were making a useful contribution to the company’s turnover and 
the City store was not suffering as a consequence, the chairman told the 42 shareholders 
who attended the 46th AGM. It was thought the suburban sales might cannibalise those 
of the Perth store but he assured them that this was not the case.38 Preparations were in 

company continued to represent Boans after Mr Savage retired, until c. October 1965.

36  The company’s broker, J.W. Paterson & Son, advised the Stock Exchange of Perth on 29 Oct. 1963 that 
400,000 cumulative preference shares were issued. There were 2,336 applicants for 1,357,560 shares, an 
average of 581 shares per application. Four hundred applicants had been allotted 2000 or more shares; 
300 applicants between 1000 and 1900. The issue was confined to shareholders and Frank Boan advised 
the Stock Exchange on the same day that the number of shareholders now exceeded 3,800. This is 
some indication of how much in demand shares were when issued, and how tightly held they were. The 
investing public trusted the company and had faith in its future. Source: BL, Stock Exchange Perth, 
Boans Ltd, File 281247-061163.

37  Minutes, Extraordinary General Meeting, 16 Sept. 1963.

38  Chairman’s Address, 46th AGM, 20 July 1964. Other quotations are from this source.

Photo 6.1

Boans Department Store Innaloo Shopping Centre (January 1968)

Source: BL, 280159PD
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hand to open what the chairman called ‘a junior department store’ in Cottesloe’s Grove 
Shopping Centre. There would also be thirty other shops, operated by specialists, and 
together they would offer ‘a full range of services’. 

The Boans chairman reported to shareholders on 20 July 1965 a consolidated net profit 
in excess of £300,000 for the previous trading year, and for the first time a member of the 
Fourth Estate attended the 47th AGM to report on proceedings.39 This was significant 
since finance journalists did not usually attend shareholder meetings unless there was 
some controversy afoot. Frank told the meeting that the company was following a pat-
tern of progress successful in the United States and that ‘the pattern we have developed 
is the way we want to continue.’ He concluded his chairman’s report by repeating that 
while ‘Boans For Service’ was the company motto and the stores provided the best range 
of merchandise and services possible, it was still the attention and courtesy of the sales 
assistants who kept the public ‘coming back through our doors.’ 

The 49th AGM, 20 July 1967, was Frank Boan’s last. He was dead five months later. The 
year before he told shareholders that keen retail competition and rising operating costs 
kept the gross profit down. Table 6.4 shows the profit variability. Managing those costs 
was a challenge that Frank passed on to his successors.

Table 6.4

Boans Ltd Net Profit After Tax - $

(1964-1970)

Year Net Profit Trend

1964 409,850 100

1965 300,000  73

1966 622,258 152

1967 516,755 119

1968 542,896 132

1969 921,741 225

1970 717,319 175

Source: 1964 and 1965 figures from chairman’s address to AGM. 1966-1970 figures from ‘The story in brief ’ in the 52nd 
Annual Report, 26 Feb. 1970. Pre-decimal currency profits have been converted to dollar amounts.

Note: Frank Boan had attributed the declining profit (in 1965) to keen competition in the retail trade and to rising 
operating costs (West Australian, 22 June 1967). But the trend variability suggests keen competition and rising costs 
were also factors from 1965 onwards.

39 Mr Joe Keeling, a financial journalist, attended the 47th AGM on 20 July 1965, along with 52 
shareholders. This was the first time the financial press had shown such an interest in a Boans AGM 
and 52 shareholders was the largest roll call up to that time.
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The company was and had been for many years the largest private employer in the State, 
with 2,300 employees now on its payroll. In recognition of the fact that Boans had always 
tried to do its best for both management and employee, there was a well-deserved increase 
in bonus rates.40

There were, however, two external factors impacting on Western Australian business: 
the establishment of the State government’s stamp duty, and the cost of implementing 
the changes wrought by the introduction of decimal currency on 14 February 1966.41 
Companies had to bear the cost of employing extra staff, of staff training and of machine 
conversion during the transition to decimal currency.42 There were also two major capital 
works projects, in the south of the river suburb of Melville and the northern suburb 
of Innaloo, to be completed within six months. These put a further strain on financial 
resources.

As part of his final Chairman’s Address, Frank said it was intended that shopping centres 
in Melville and Innaloo be opened a year apart but bureaucratic difficulties with local and 
State government bodies showed that it would be wiser to link the projects rather than treat 
them as separate entities. This meant that more long-term financing was needed sooner 
rather than later. A debenture issue in November 1967 was enthusiastically accepted.43

Ironically, Western Australia’s economic healthiness, prosperity and employment 
opportunities created a management problem for Boans. Although it was the state’s largest 
employer it was difficult to fill management positions or recruit senior staff. It had to 
introduce, therefore, a comprehensive staff training program, and appointed a staff officer 
to manage the training school. This intention was foreshadowed in Robert S. Bowen’s 
Chairman’s Report to the 50th AGM, 24 July 1968. There is also an undated document 
in the writer’s possession issued by Boans of Perth entitled ‘Instructions and Hints to 
Staff ’. Internal evidence would suggest it was probably issued 1964-1965.44 It sets out the 
company’s rules, regulations and policies for sales staff. The emphasis on service and the 
need to be well-presented, well-spoken, friendly but not familiar is constant. 

40  Chairman’s Address, 49th AGM, 20 July 1967. 

41  In 1966 stamp duty was a form of turnover tax and given the size of Boans turnover, an expensive 
additional trading expense. Today it is almost universally restricted (in Australia) to property transactions.

42  The Directors’ Minutes of 15 June 1967 record the provision of $15,346 for decimal currency costs, 
written back against unappropriated profits.

43  A Debenture issue of stock was approved at a Directors’ Meeting on 12 Oct. 1967; again it was offered 
only to preference and ordinary shareholders. The Melville Shopping Centre was opened on 1 June 
1967 and the Innaloo Shopping Centre on 13 November 1967.

44  The Battye Library holds the following instruction books for staff: ‘Instructions to Employees of Boans 
Ltd, Perth’,17 Nov. 1936, 4171A/27; ‘Instructions and Hints to Staff, Boans Ltd’, 1946, 4171A/28; 
‘Instructions and Hints to Staff, Boans of Perth’, 1967, 4171A/29; ‘Instructions and Hints to Staff, 
Boans of Perth’, n.d., 4171A/30; ‘Store Rules, Boans Ltd’, n.d., 4171A/31; ‘Store Rules, Boans of 
Western Australia’, n.d., 4171A/32. There are also guide books and instructions for three other stores: 
‘Bairds: Employees Handbook’, 1965, 4171A/33; ‘Georges and You – Instructions to Telephonists’, n.d., 
4171A/34; ‘Floor Superintendents’ Guide Book – The Myer Emporium Ltd’, n.d., 4171A/35.
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Table 6.5

Boans Ltd Net Profit for City Store 1960-1961 
and Consolidated Financial Figures 1963-1970 (in £)

1960 1961 1963 1964 1970

Profit before Taxation 125,954 148,284 298,475 393,825 713,198

Trend 100 118 237 313 566

Carried Forward 215,770 277,626 408,752 441,012 1,214,978

Trend 100 129 189 204 563

Working Capital 855,926 1,137,175 1,205,177 1,604,515 2,254,460

Trend 100 133 141 187 263

Authorised Capital 2 million 2 million 2 million 2.4 million 2.4 million

Issued Capital 739,073 883,594 981,954 1,381,954 1,667,927

Total Shareholder Funds  2,066,916 2,289,126 2,532,902 2,965,162 4,463,144

Trend 100 111 123 143 216

Note: The 1970 figures have been converted from decimal currency to £ by halving the decimal amount. 
These figures are taken from the Annual Reports for the years given; Annual Reports were not available for 
the absent years. 1960 is taken as the base year.

The staff must have benefited from the training, as did the customers through even better 
service. Net profit increased from $542,896 in 1968 to $921,741 in 1969, an increase of 
nearly 70 per cent. As a reward, the shareholder discount of 10 per cent was offered to 
staff.45 There was also greater cooperation between buyers and section controllers and 
a more effective promotion of merchandise, the new chairman, Robert S. Bowen, told 
55 shareholders at the 51st AGM on 21 July 1969. The results of such coordinated and 
cooperative endeavour, he said, were the excellent trading results for 1968.46

Table 6.6

Share price of some Western Australian Companies at 29 December 1967

Company ’67 High ’67 Low Last Sale Buy Sell Yield  p.c.

Bell Bros $3.40 $1.34 $3.28 $3.40 $3.55 1.7

Boans Ltd $4.17 $3.25 $3.37 $3.30 – 3.9

Bunnings $2.53 $1.90 $2.50 $2.50 – 4.0

Hearn Industries $2.30 $1.62 $2.30 $2.20 $2.30 5.0

Moore, C. $1.31 $1.05 $1.30 $1.25 $1.30 7.8

Peters WA $1.73 $1.00 $1.20 $1.20 $1.22 5.6

Swan Brewery $3.52 $2.27 $3.25 $3.30 – 1.9

WA News $4.01 $3.00 $3.55 $3.60 $3.70 2.6

Source: West Australian, 30 December 1967

Note: The Table shows the prominent position Boans had among Western Australian businesses. Shares 
were tightly held and seldom traded and yielded a secure return on investment.

45  The new chairman, Robert Bowen, reported these matters at the 51st AGM, 21 July 1969, attended by 
55 shareholders and a representative of the West Australian.

46  The claim is made in the Chairman’s report to shareholders but no actual figures are given.
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But as the decade closed, there was more to account for the company’s success than the 
consequences of staff training and customer service. Frank Boan’s foresight and courage was 
bearing fruit as the trends in Table 6.5 reveal. The period of expansion and consolidation 
resulted in a complement of nine stores.47 With its greater purchasing power, buyers could 
procure quality merchandise from all over the world at advantageous prices and backed by 
Boans For Service. Symbolically and practically, however, Boans Ltd was still a Western 
Australian-owned and controlled company, and a sound but not spectacular investment 
when compared with some other Western Australian companies. 

7.0 The Division of Merchandising Responsibility and Buying Groups:

The House of Boans, like most large department stores, was divided into merchandising 
and management. The managing director was responsible for financial administration and 
personnel management, and the day-to-day running of the business. The merchandising 
director, ultimately accountable to the managing director, was responsible for the sales 
and merchandising side of the operation. Merchandising was subdivided into a number 
of groups and departments — homewares, fashion and clothing, footwear, food, electrical, 
for example — and each group had a merchandise controller. Each controller had six to 
eight buyers who, working to a budget, were responsible for both purchasing merchandise 
and selling it.48

According to Geoffrey Bingemann, once he joined the board — in January 1964 — the 
board resolved that merchandising would be divided into women’s fashion and accessories, 
and piece goods, for which Rupert was responsible, and menswear, homewares and 
professional services (including food) that became Bingemann’s responsibility.49 What 
had amazed him, soon after joining the firm, were the scale of the business and the 
magnitude of the operation. He discovered that Boans had developed a substantial degree 
of backward integration—goods designed and manufactured in its East Perth premises 
were sold or distributed through its own outlets. Bingemann said that both he and his 
father-in-law had noticed that there was ‘an awful lot of activity that was geared for the 
service image of Boans, which contributed to the big picture but not to the bottom line’.50 
These perceptions were significant in the action management took and in the future 
directions Boans followed in its contributions to corporate citizenship. 

In the early 1960s Boans entered into overseas buying arrangements with international 

47  The nine stores were: Boans City, Cannington, Morley, Medina, The Grove, Melville, Innaloo, Bunbury 
and Albany. According to E. Benness, when the decision to expand into Medina and Cannington 
became public knowledge, ‘our competitors thought we were mad going out into what they considered 
to be “the country”’. BL, Interview, OH 2535, Tape 6A, p. 73.

48  A decision was taken on 21 Dec. 1978 to separate the buying and selling function. Boans Ltd Diary, 27 
June 1936-Nov. 1980. According to J.B. Morrison (Personal communication, April 2005) this was a big 
and controversial decision.

49  A more complete breakdown is: Rupert Boan — women’s fashion, accessories and shoes, piece goods 
including fashion fabrics and specialty fabrics; Geoffrey Bingemann — menswear, homewares, including 
electrical and whitegoods, home furnishings, cosmetics, pharmacy, professional services and the food 
division.

50  G. Bingemann, Interview, 14 Dec. 2006.
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partners. According to Bingemann this innovation gave the company a base to work 
from in all major offshore markets.51 Boans and John Martins (Adelaide) both had offices 
within the buying division of Selfridges (London), for example. Boans also joined the 
Ideal Buyer Group (IBG) with John Martins, Grace Bros (NSW) and the McEwans 
Hardware Stores (Melbourne). ‘This gave us some buying power in Australia, especially 
in mass-produced homewares, plastic-ware and soft goods,’ recalled Bingemann. Sharing 
knowledge was also ‘a very important part of the exercise.’

The Intercontinental Group of Department Stores (IGDS) replaced the IBG. It was a 
chain of the major department stores that formed a network in many European countries 
as well as in South Africa and Japan. There was an Australian affiliation through the 
initiative of John Martins and both Boans and Grace Brothers became members. The 
value was not only in the buying power and information exchange but also through access 
to the import-export services in each of the major centres where Boans was sourcing 
its merchandise—mainly crockery and cutlery, glassware, aluminium and tin-ware, and 
cookware. Such was the volume of imported merchandise that two trucks operated full-
time from the Boans shipping office in Fremantle to its East Perth reception centre, then 
to its replacement, the Cannington Distribution Centre.

In the mid-1970s the USA-based Allied Stores Corporation, introduced into Australia 
through Grace Bros, provided Boans with information and buying services in Hong 
Kong and Japan. The United States, however, was more valuable for its knowledge of 
merchandising, retail practice, technology and design, according to Bingemann, than it 
was as a source of merchandise. 52 The emergence of chain store buying groups in the next 
decade was a future challenge for Boans. 

8.0 Diversification and its Side Effects:

Boans had diversified its commercial operation in response to the 1960s boom, partly 
into apartment building in Perth and partly into the expansion of office accommodation. 
Well-known architects Krantz and Sheldon often included Boans-made furniture in 
their designs and specifications. Boans also supplied plumbing and floor covering services 
to the construction industry. When the new ANZ Bank premises were erected in St 
Georges Terrace in 1965, Boans supplied and installed the carpet, as they did for the 
Parmelia Hotel in 1968. These were two of the largest projects Boans had undertaken 
since the furnishing and carpet installation in the Adelphi Hotel in 1936. Boans also 
supplied and installed to architectural specifications all the tiling for the Beattie Park 
Aquatic Centre for the 1962 Commonwealth Games, as illustrated in Photo 6.2. Besides 
a retailing arm and a commercial contract department, Boans also had an outside catering 
division. Government House garden parties were a regular commitment as were functions 
for the various yacht clubs with which Frank had close associations.

51  Details of Boans’ membership of buying groups, and their importance, are drawn from G. Bingemann, 
Interview, 14 Dec. 2006.

52  As Mark Casson observed in his economic theory of the entrepreneur (noted in Ch. 1.6), two essential 
components of entrepreneurial behaviour were information and judgement in sourcing and using it. 
Boans management would appear to score highly in this regard through the competitive advantage 
afforded through buying group membership.
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There were side effects from these diverse activities and their attendant sponsorship and 
public relations commitments. Profit margins were low when compared with the twenty-
five to thirty per cent average common in retailing.53 Frank and his directors began to 
realise in the mid-1960s that, as a public company with a responsibility to shareholders, 
there needed to be a review of these non-retailing activities. Exceptional for Boans and 
unusual for retailers of the day, according to Bingemann, an outside firm of management 
consultants, PA Consulting, was employed to look at all manufacturing, food production, 
catering and commercial services that Boans provided.54 Specialty retailing was emerging 
in the marketplace and a review of non-core retailing activity was a prelude to defining the 
direction the company might take as it continued to expand into the suburbs.

Frank was receptive to a report that showed the capital and resource commitments to 
non-viable activities holding the firm back. He may have recalled the importance of some 
recommendations he had made in the report he wrote following his first management 
visit to the United Kingdom and Europe in 1938.

Photo 6.2

Beatty Park Swimming Centre, Perth, November 1962. Tiles supplied by Boans Ltd, £26,580. 
From left to right: Edward (Ted) Owen, Leo Gallagher and Allan Hobson. 

Source: Graham Owen.

At the last Annual General Meeting over which he presided, in July 1967, he told 
shareholders that Boans had provided an increasing number of free services and that 

53  The gross profit margin in 1969 was 24 per cent according to the Directors’ Minutes of 22 Dec. 1969.

54 G. Bingemann, Interview, 14 Dec. 2006. The UK-based PA Consulting was one of the largest 
management consultancies in the world. It began operating in Australia in the mid-1960s and by the 
end of the decade Australia was contributing one-third of the firm’s revenue. It ceased operating in 
Australia in 2007. Attempts to locate a copy of its report on Boans Ltd have proved unsuccessful.
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some of them were very costly. One of them was free delivery. In many cases, he said, the 
housewife preferred self-service prices and was prepared to carry her purchases home. 
Others, he said, preferred home delivery and were prepared to meet some of the costs. 
Accordingly, a small delivery charge for food orders had been introduced to ‘allow the 
customer to make her own choice between economy and convenience’.55

As a result of the PA Consulting report a system of merchandise control was introduced, 
sales targets were set, results monitored and management reports produced as retailing 
became more achievement-oriented. Many staff resented the paperwork and found the 
performance requirements a threat.56 The manufacturing, contracting and catering sides 
of the enterprise were either constricted or closed down and as a result new uses were 
introduced for the East Perth premises—a bakehouse, a butchering division, and a pre-
wrap division for the City store and all Boans supermarkets. As the new management 
techniques and processes took effect profitability increased.

9.0 Another Son-in-law joins the Firm:

Rankine Morrison & Co. was a firm of chartered accountants which later became Peat 
Marwick Mitchell. John ( Jock) Morrison, son of a principal of the firm, qualified as a 
chartered accountant in 1958 and then went to Melbourne for a year for further experience 
before joining Peat Marwick Mitchell in its London office. He returned to Perth as 
an accounting partner in 1960, married Jane Boan, and remained with the chartered 
accountancy firm until 1967 when he accepted his father-in-law’s invitation to join Boans 
as its director of finance. He was already a non-executive director on the board, appointed 
in November 1965, and he commenced as a full-time employee on 2 January 1968, four 
days after Frank had died at the age of 61.57 Morrison had already noted, and had been 
advised, that the only people appointed to the position of managing director were those 
with strong financial and accounting backgrounds.58

Although he saw it as a period of exciting change, Morrison joined Boans with reservations. 
He felt he was letting down his accounting partners at a demanding time in the profession 
but he accepted the challenge of working for but one client—Boans. He quickly saw that 
while the recording of sales and the maintenance of customer accounts were efficient, 
the collation of figures and the preparation of timely reports for management were 
unnecessarily slow. He oversaw the computerisation of stock control, the introduction 
of a retail inventory management system and data entry for the preparation of budgets 

55  Minutes, 49th AGM, 20 July 1967.

56  There is a parallel with the organisation of the Midland Government Railway Workshops, ‘organised 
on the British model’, with the exercise of authority running from top to bottom and the need for staff 
to conform to Workshop Rules, and staff resistance when these were first introduced. See C. Fox, ‘Work 
organization’, in P. Bertola and B. Oliver (Eds), The Workshops: a history of the Midland Government 
Railway Workshops, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 2006, Ch. 4, especially pp. 91-93.

57  J.B. Morrison, Interview, 29 Jan. 2007, is the source of biographical material. His board appointment 
to fill a casual vacancy is recorded in Directors’ Minutes, 17 Nov. 1965, and is confirmed in the Minutes 
of the 48th AGM, 20 July 1966. Non-executive directors were remunerated with £250 p.a. prior to the 
change to decimal currency.

58  J.B. Morrison, Personal communication.
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and financial reports. Buyers worked on a lead time of twelve months in ordering next 
season’s stock, often in overseas markets. The introduction of an open-to-buy system 
whereby a budget was set and the buyer authorised to draw down against it was one of 
his innovations.

In Morrison’s eyes the company although conservative was ‘very well managed’ because 
all the directors were executive directors. They met at morning and afternoon tea and 
discussed any problems that might have occurred. A board of executive directors was a 
policy of long standing. When the company’s accountant, Jack Rolfe, was appointed a 
director to replace the retiring Frederick Savage (the company’s London representative), 
Frank told shareholders at the 45th Annual General Meeting that the:

Appointment of directors from within an organization does not necessarily suit 
every company but past results have so far proved that the policy, originated 
by my father, the founder, is successful in our case.59

10.0 Strategic Expansion:

Frank and his team put two strategies in place to secure their retail domination against 
interstate predators. One was to develop a network of suburban stores within an eight 
kilometre radius of the city centre.60 The second was to open a branch in key regional 
towns where population concentrations could support only one department store. Frank 
Boan wanted a partnership in country centres with a well-established and respected family 
business with a reputation for community involvement. The Roberts family in Bunbury, 
the Robinson family in Albany and the Willock family in Geraldton appeared to be ideal 
associates, and in two instances they were.61

Thomas Hayward is credited with opening Western Australia’s first department store, 
in Bunbury in 1862. In 1910 the Roberts family bought it, maintained the name and 
adopted the slogan ‘Haywards for Everything’. The Boan and the Roberts families had 
known each other since the youngest son, Newton, began as a boarder at Hale School 
in 1935. The school was then located across the road from 44 Parliament Place, West 
Perth, where the Boan family lived.62 Despite their nearly thirty-year age difference, the 
two men became close friends. Both had served in the navy in the Second World War 
— Roberts had joined the navy at age sixteen — and both liked boating, Newton sailing 
yachts, Frank skippering the motor launch Winnilya. 

59  Minutes, 45th AGM, 19 July 1963.  The Directors’ Minutes of 5 Oct. 1965 record that the Power of 
Attorney held by Savage & Phillips of London was revoked, effective from 1 Oct. 1965. No reason is 
given but it may well be that new agency agreements were negotiated with other parties.

60  One is reminded of Leibenstein’s metaphor of nodes (the suburban store) and pathways (the connecting 
communication network) described in Chapter 2.10.

61  The Directors’ Minutes for 25 Sept. 1969 record that both Geraldton and Northam were considered as 
possible regional centres; Northam was rejected as unsuitable.

62  Background material on Haywards, the Roberts family and the merger with Boans is based on an 
interview with Newton Roberts, 11 Nov. 2006. Quotations are from this source unless indicated 
otherwise. I am also grateful to nephew Kim Roberts for his assistance and corroboration.
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The port of Bunbury was one of the fastest growing towns in Western Australia in the 1960s 
with the mining and export of mineral sands, alumina and woodchips taking advantage 
of port improvements through the construction of land-backed wharfs.63 Haywards of 
Bunbury Pty Ltd grew with the town to become one of the most successful businesses 
in the south-west although, like many other businesses, it was adversely affected by the 
credit squeeze of 1960-1961, according to general manager, Newton Roberts. In mid-
September 1960 Frank asked Roberts, ‘Are you making any money?’ Roberts told him it 
was hard, given the credit squeeze, and the banks would not let them expand. Frank then 
said, ‘You don’t make money on selling. You make it on the discount you get through 
buying power. What about merging your buying power with our buying power and let’s 
see how it goes?’

Roberts selected between £200,000 and £300,000 worth of stock — mostly white goods 
— and it was transported by train to Bunbury. The two men settled the deal in the Perth 
board room over a glass of Scotch, another enjoyment they had in common. ‘There was 
no contract or anything,’ recalled Roberts. ‘We clinked our glasses and that was the 
agreement.’ The stock was sold within a month and another consignment was despatched 
on credit. ‘It just went like wildfire,’ Roberts said. By December 1960 Frank and the board 
had decided to buy a controlling interest in Haywards.64

Guy Casteau who was Roberts’ deputy at the time but who later managed the Albany 
enterprise, and then Boans (Bunbury) when Roberts retired in 1972, explained the 
attraction:

It was a family company, part of a community, and I think Boan’s vision was 
that if they were going to start a business in Bunbury, rather than put their 
own building up and their own administration, they would prefer to merge 
with a local company and become a local identity. And it worked; there was 
no question about that.65

Boans shareholders were told in 1971 that current trends showed that ‘our earlier optimism 
was fully justified’, and in 1973 that the parent company expected that redevelopment 
costs would soon be recouped.66

63  For an overview of Bunbury see Anthony J. Barker’s article in J. Gregory and J. Gothard (Eds), Historical 
Encyclopedia of Western Australia, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 2009. There is also A.J. Barker and M. Laurie’s 
Excellent Connections: a history of Bunbury Western Australia, 1836-1990, Bunbury, WA: City of Bunbury, 
1991.

64  The entry for 20 Dec. 1960 in the Boans Ltd Diary, 27 June 1936 - Nov. 1981, reads: ‘Purchase of 60% 
holding in Thos Hayward Pty Ltd Bunbury’.

65  Interview with Boans-Hayward staff ( John Burke, Guy Casteau, Pat Dillon, Ron Thompson), 18 Oct. 
2005.

66  The optimism is in Minutes, 53rd AGM, 21 July 1971, the re-development cost recoupment in Minutes, 
55th AGM, 18 July 1973, VSL, CMA, Box 3157. In the Directors’ Report printed in the Boans 55th 
Annual Report, 1 March 1973, readers were told that, ‘At Bunbury we operated under great difficulty 
in temporary premises at several locations during the rebuilding programme and a loss was incurred in 
that subsidiary as a result.’ The conclusion was that a net profit after tax of $858,881 compared with 
$953,959 for 1972 ‘can be considered satisfactory … under the circumstances.’
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Photo 6.3

Haywards – Boans Store, Bunbury, 1960

Source: BL, 001820D

Drew Robinson was an established family firm in Albany. Dennis Robinson, the general 
manager, had also been in the navy and was a competitive yachtsman with a particular 
interest in vintage cars. He was a close friend to both Frank Boan and Newton Roberts. 
According to Roberts (in his inimitable narration) after the initial success of the Bunbury 
operation, Frank said to him, ‘Now what about your mate down in Albany? We ought to 
drag him into it.’ Robinson was already aware of the success Haywards was having selling 
refrigerators so when Frank rang him to suggest a visit, he was very keen.

The following Newton Roberts story illustrates Frank’s generosity and his canny thinking. 
He owned a two-toned Jaguar chauffeured by Bert Catchpole. They picked up Roberts 
in Bunbury and drove to Albany via Greenbushes. In those days, if you were a bona fide 
traveller you could drink at a country pub outside of normal trading hours. As the two 
merchants enjoyed a whisky before a roaring fire in the Greenbushes Hotel, Frank asked 
the barmaid, ‘Do you ever get a tip?’ She replied, ‘About one or two in my life’. At that 
moment the cook’s head appeared around a corner of the kitchen. ‘Do you ever get a tip?’ 
Frank inquired. ‘No,’ said the cook. As they left Frank gave a $20 tip to both cook and 
barmaid. Back on the road, Roberts said to Frank, ‘You’re a very generous man.’ ‘No,’ he 
said. ‘I’m not generous. I’m just using my skull.’ And he explained why.

If I advertise in Perth, in the West Australian, it costs me 2,000 quid a page. 
Down here nobody knows me but I bet today that everybody will know that 
Frank Boan’s been in town and he’s given the cook 20 quid and the barmaid 
20 quid at the pub. Everybody in the district will know within the week, then 
when they come to Perth, as soon as they get off the train, they’ll come to 
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Boans for a cup of tea.67

Over dinner and a bottle or two of King George whisky at the Esplanade Hotel in 
Albany, according to Roberts, the three men ‘discussed the benefits of being married 
into one big buying group’. At the end of the evening, Frank and Dennis shook hands 
on the deal whereby Boans acquired 60 per cent and Drew Robinson retained 40 per 
cent of the share capital.68 This was the standard equity arrangement Boans reached 
with each of its country partnerships. The company Drew Robinson began operating 
as a Boans subsidiary in October 1966, and by March 1968 modern extensions to the 
existing premises had been completed and opened.69 At the first Drew Robinson Annual 
General Meeting in July 1967 it was reported that with new types of merchandise and a 
general increase in stock, there was livelier trading and sales had increased by 50 per cent 
compared with trading prior to the partnership. The introduction of store currency and 
time payment had attracted many new accounts. Managing director Robinson said that 
linking the store with the name of Boans had had a marked effect on trading in Albany 
and the public appeal the business now had in the community.70

Robinson died in July 1974 and with it any personal relationship that had existed when 
Frank Boan was alive. By October 1977 the Boans directors felt it was time to change the 
name from Drew Robinson & Co to Boans (Albany) Pty Ltd as there was a confusion 
of names in the marketplace especially with regard to corporate advertising.71 The final 
Annual General Meeting for Boans Ltd (Albany) was held not in the Boans board room 
in Perth, as might be expected, but in a room on the 22nd Floor of 250 Elizabeth Street, 
Melbourne, on 25 November 1985 following the Myer Group takeover in 1984.72 

The Boans subsidiaries in Bunbury and Albany, and in Geraldton from 1973, were 
regarded as being fully part of the Boans chain. The parent company’s policy was to 
allow them to function as autonomous units within the company’s general marketing and 
merchandising framework and, while they could obtain merchandise from other sources, 
for higher quality merchandise they had to buy from one of Boans’ preferred suppliers to 
be covered by the Boans advertising umbrella.73 Like metropolitan branch store managers, 
country store managers were responsible and accountable for their store’s performance. 

67  Newton Roberts, Interview, 11 Nov. 2006. ‘Quid’ is Australian vernacular for ‘pound’. Decimal currency 
was introduced into Australia on 14 Feb. 1966 so it is almost certain that Frank handed over $20, not 
£20.

68  Newton Roberts, Interview. The details are formally recorded in Directors’ Minutes, 15 June 1967. 
According to the Boans Diary, the ‘official take-over’ of Drew Robinson & Co, Albany (60:40) was 1 
Nov. 1966, with Dennis Robinson continuing as managing director.

69  Minutes, 49th AGM, 20 July 1967, and 50th AGM, 24 July 1968.

70  Minutes, Drew Robinson & Co Pty Ltd, AGM, 10 July 1967. Although Boans Ltd acquired 60 per cent 
of the equity in each of the country businesses it maximised local management.

71  Directors’ Minutes, 12 Oct. and 16 Nov. 1977.

72  Minutes, Boans (Albany), AGM, 25 Nov. 1985.

73  Directors’ Minutes, 23 Jan. 1980, Supporting Data, Operations Report for 1980-1981.
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11.0 The Passing of the Second Generation – Frank Boan:

Frank Boan OBE died at 2.15 on the morning of Friday 29 December 1967. The causes of 
death were the complications from a pancreatic condition that had developed previously 
although he knew he was living on borrowed time following a series of blood tests he had 
had in the United States during a trip there in 1965.74 The Daily News said that his death 
‘robbed Western Australia not only of a noted businessman but of a noted community 
leader’.75 A West Australian editorial noted that, ‘His merchandising genius made Boans 
pre-eminent in the retail business and his patriotism ensured that control of his company 
remained firmly in West Australian hands.’ 76  All stores, that now employed 2,500 staff, 
were closed at 2.30 in the afternoon as a mark of respect.77

A private funeral was held on the afternoon of the day he died and he was buried in the 
Karrakatta Cemetery next to his father, Harry, with no fuss and little ceremony, as was 
his wish, according to the rites of the Anglican Church.78 The Sunday Times headlined its 
tribute:

The gentle man who slipped quietly away

and went on to say, ‘No long cortege, no mount of wreaths, only the muted tribute of a 
private funeral. And that is how he wished it’. In one paragraph it went on to capture the 
essence of the man known by those who worked most closely with him:

Frank Boan’s slight build, his polite approach, his quiet voice, were the outward 
signs that sheathed a strong personality, a keen business brain and the eager 
initiative of one who always looked at new ideas with the eyes of a young 
man.79

At the time of his death there were some 9,000 biographies of prominent people in Who’s 

74  Frank Boan had confided in Edwin Benness that the results of tests at the Mayo Clinic in the United 
States indicated that he had a fatal blood disease. E. Benness, Personal communication, 5 June 2008. 
Frank was admitted to Royal Perth Hospital critically ill on 14 Oct. 1967, according to the Boans Diary.

75  Daily News, 29 Dec. 1967.

76  West Australian, 30 Dec. 1967.

77  The staff employment figure is given in the Daily News, 29 Dec. 1967; the following quotation is from 
the same source. Boans Ltd was the largest private employer in the State and managing director Robert 
Bowen spoke for the company when he said of the person with whom he had worked for forty-eight 
years, ‘Perth and WA can ill afford the loss, at such an early age, of a man who thought so much of his 
civic and social responsibilities’.

78  Frank Boan and his father, Harry, are buried together in Karrakatta Cemetery in the Anglican portion of 
Lawn 1, Gravesite A002, Metropolitan Cemeteries Board, Application No. KB00133374.  According 
to E. Benness, Harry Boan’s children were brought up as Anglicans. BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 2B, 
p. 23. Jewish law and tradition require that a funeral and burial take place as soon after death as possible, 
ideally within twenty-four hours. This emphasises the belief that the soul, the spark of life, immediately 
returns to the source, the God who gave it. Frank was born a Jew although buried according to the rites 
of the Anglican Church. His wish for no fuss and little ceremony and the burial so soon after death are 
in keeping with his character and the Jewish tradition; his father was similarly buried—quickly and with 
little commotion. See: Rabbi Wayne Dosick, Living Judaism, pp. 13-14.

79  Sunday Times, 31 Dec. 1967.
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Who in Australia. It was typical of his unpretentiousness that his name was not among 
them.80 His public service had been recognised, however, when it was announced in the 
1960 New Year’s Honours List that he had been made an Officer of The Order of the 
British Empire.81 

Robert Bowen JP had joined Boans in 1919 and was appointed managing director in 1965. 
He became chairman of the board after Frank died and retired at the end of January 1970 
after fifty-one years of service. Edwin Benness was his logical successor to the positions of 
managing director and chairman of the board. Bowen had had a severe heart attack within 
two days of Frank Boan’s death. It was a board policy that the finance director would take 
over in such an emergency, or whenever the managing director was away from his desk, 
according to Benness. He assumed the roles of managing director and chairman of the 
board. At a meeting of directors he had proposed that Rupert Boan become chairman 
but ‘the other directors objected strongly to this: on the grounds that he was not mature 
enough’. Benness had felt that ‘it was important that the Boan name should be at the top 
but they didn’t feel the same way.’ 82 

Benness, a scholarship student at Perth Modern School during the Depression, had joined 
the firm as an office boy in 1932. He had qualified as an accountant and, over many years 
as company secretary and finance director, had developed a good grasp of the company’s 
financial management. He was also one of the most respected businessmen in the State 
and a person for whom the Boans staff had great affection.83 

Under new leadership and with confidence in their position as the State’s number one 
retailer, management and staff were already planning to say ‘thank you’ to the people of 
Western Australia as they prepared a birthday party to celebrate the store’s 75th Anniversary. 
It proved to be the biggest and best commercial celebration the State had ever seen.

12.0 Conclusion:

Frank Boan’s foresight as well as a continuation of long-established policies enabled 
Boans to take advantage of Western Australia’s growing prosperity. In the decade 1960-
1970, under his steady management, Boans cemented its position as Western Australia’s 
pre-eminent department store. The company had a history of stable if conservative 
management and this stability was a factor in the company’s enduring success.

A visit to the United States had convinced Frank that the future of department store 

80  Sunday Times, 31 Dec. 1967.

81  Frank Boan was made an Officer of the Order of the British Empire for his services to the community 
in the 1960 New Year Honours announcement, according to a biographical note in the King Edward 
Memorial Hospital Annual Report, 1969. According to his daughter Jane and son-in-law J.B. Morrison 
he ‘was against all that’ and referred to such awards as ‘Other Bugger’s Efforts’. Personal communication, 
25 June 2012. http://www.itsanhonour.gov.au/honours/honour_roll/search.cfm?aus_a  

82  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 7B, p. 91.

83  In many interviews and informal discussions with former Boans employees, from executive management 
to storemen and packers, mechanical, technical and sales staff, as well as some of Perth’s leading 
businessmen, no-one offered a negative or detracting comment about Edwin Benness, despite being 
pressed to do so. He was a practising Christian, Methodist before joining the Uniting Church.
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retailing lay in the development of a network of suburban shopping centres. He and his 
directors adopted a strategy of horizontal expansion to open eight shopping centres, two 
of them in regional Western Australia. This gave them both scale and scope advantages 
over their competitors through the organisation’s buying power and the range of 
merchandise it could provide, sourced from all over the world. As Frank said to one of his 
regional managers, ‘You don’t make money on selling. You make it on the discount you get 
through buying power.’ Importantly the country acquisitions were family businesses, well 
established in their communities, with core values that complemented the customer and 
community service that was a Boans’ hallmark. It was also a sound practice to maximise 
local management with considerable autonomy while still operating under the Boans Ltd 
umbrella.

The expansion from a single City store to a multiple of suburban and regional branches 
required both immediate and long-term finance. The money came from retained earnings 
— the company enjoyed a healthy level of working capital — and capital raising by 
offering debentures to its shareholders. Whenever these were offered they were quickly 
taken up and often over-subscribed. This not only provided the company with the money 
it needed but showed the loyalty many West Australians felt toward the company that 
lived here, and a confidence in the company’s future. By the end of the decade shareholder 
wealth had more than doubled, from $4 million to $9 million.

Such rapid expansion had implications for the company’s human resources. It needed a 
greater number of managers, a greater number of sales staff. Western Australia’s booming 
economy meant a level of almost full employment and a greater choice of occupation for 
both men and women at income levels not matched in the retailing sector. Boans was 
unable to attract executive material that was prepared to commit to a career in retailing. 
It had to develop talent from within its own ranks, and it did so through its staff training 
scheme, and with profitable results.

Frank had continued a policy established by his father of appointing from within directors 
to senior positions and to the board. He told shareholders at an AGM in 1963 that ‘past 
results have so far proved that the policy ... is successful in our case.’ While this was 
undoubtedly a factor in the company’s success, problems arose after he died.

An important innovation was the addition of J.B. Morrison to the executive team as 
finance director; he was a chartered accountant with experience outside the company. He 
made innovative changes to the company’s accounting practices and enabled staff to make 
more informed and more effective use of financial information.

The company’s buying power, through joining national and international buying groups,  
and its commitment to customer service provided it with competitive advantages in 
the face of new forms of retailing emerging in Western Australia—the local discount 
stores, the national discount chains and the supermarkets. The external challenge of retail 
competition was one that Boans met with style and effective merchandising. A significant 
internal challenge was to keep a lid on rising costs associated with basic wage increases 
and the government-imposed costs of doing business. These had affected the company’s 
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profit levels at the time of Frank’s death but prudent control and the effective deployment 
of the sales staff reduced the impact of some of these costs.

After 75 years the Boans department store was without peer, the big fish growing in an 
expanding pond of economic opportunity. The company could well afford to celebrate 
its achievement and its contribution socially and economically to the State’s prosperity. 
It was time to thank the people of Western Australia and this it did in the form of a 75th 
Anniversary birthday party, the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

BOANS 75TH ANNIVERSARY

16 NOVEMBER 1970

1.0 Setting:

Rupert Boan and Geoffrey Bingemann stood side-by-side four steps below the mezzanine 
of the main staircase and stared in wonder at the panoramic view of the aisle-packed 
crowds jostling below. There was no panic, no disturbance, no crisis, but they could feel 
the wooden stairs trembling beneath their feet. ‘I remember it as vividly as if it were 
yesterday; it still brings goose pimples to my skin,’ said Rupert, nearly forty years later. 
Bingemann’s recollection was that:

We were both standing there together, and we were more or less congratulating 
each other. It was a fantastic thing, beyond all dreams. We both hoped nothing 
would go wrong, because the staircase was actually shaking. And our feeling 
of elation was tempered by, ‘What a responsibility! Look what we’ve done!’ 
And we both had that feeling of ‘This is so successful it’s almost frightening. 
What a monster we’ve got here!’ 1

The Boans 75th Anniversary was the company’s high watermark before it was caught in 
the undertow of the 1970s, as Chapter 8 will reveal. As Boan, Bingemann and others 
were to acknowledge, management had underestimated the extent of its retail influence 
and the depth of community feeling that had been generated over such a long period of 
time. The purpose of this chapter — a snapshot of a moment in time — is to reveal the 
extent of that influence, account for such community feeling and identify the significance 
of some of the consequences, extended shopping hours being one of them. Because it was 
a celebratory event I have tried to capture some of that excitement in my style of writing, 
remembering, of course, that this is a thesis. 

Boan and Bingemann were used to crowds. Twice a year, for the winter and summer sales, 
crowds gathered ten deep outside the Murray Street and the Wellington Street entrances. 
As soon as the doors opened eager bargain hunters surged forward with the force of a tidal 
wave. It was disconcerting at sale time but not unusual. 

Monday night, 16 November 1970, however, was not the opening of a seasonal sale. It was 
something very special. It was 75 years and a week since the Friday night when Boan Bros 
had stage-managed the famous Great Inspection Night of its Great Palace of Drapery. 
The following morning, Saturday 9 November 1895, after only a few hours of furious 
trading the warehouse was closed, and according to Battye, ‘so great was the crush and 

1 Rupert Boan, Interview, 10 May 2007. Geoffrey Bingemann, Interview, 22 March 2007.
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excitement that doors were broken [and] windows smashed’. 2 The staff had been terrified 
and the customer demand so strong that Harry Boan had no alternative but to shut the 
doors early. He did not re-open them until the following Tuesday. Was there a danger that 
history might repeat itself in an emporium that now occupied more than 350,000 square 
feet, or 3.3 hectares, of floor-space? No wonder the merchants were worried.3

The event was a promotional opporunity but it was meant to be, in Bingemann’s words, 
a ‘no brand name’ exercise. Such was the relationship Boans had with its suppliers that 
they were prepared to support Perth’s leading retail house with significantly discounted 
merchandise, as Table 7.1 illustrates. The anniversary was also a springboard for a 
major upgrade and modernisation of the City store and a number of other promotional 
events in city and suburb. It is, finally, another example of how Boans effectively and 
successfully combined the commercial side of enterprise with the public celebration 
of a significant corporate event. A report published after the anniversary, ‘Boans 75th 
Anniversary Campaign’, reported that ‘the benefits did not end when the doors closed on 
that … wonderful event. … It was the prelude to and the reason for the company’s most 
memorable and successful Christmas trading period.’4

2.0 An Anniversary Extravaganza:

In the week preceding the Anniversary Perth’s $6.5 million City Arcade was opened, 
linking Hay Street and Murray Street to Forrest Place. It was billed as a new world for 
shoppers and more than 4,000 people turned out on 12 November to have a look at what 
the West Australian called an ‘imaginative marketplace’, now added to Perth’s shopping 
hub. 5 It was a fitting prelude to the Boans extravaganza four days later. The company’s 
management had persuaded the Perth City Council to light up the city’s Christmas 
display on a Monday instead of later in the week, and it had received permission to stage 
the largest street event seen in Perth since the Second World War. Through print, radio 
and a ‘terrific jingle’, Boans invited the people of Western Australia to a party to celebrate 
75 years of retail trading in the city.6 

Management thought it would be lucky if 50,000 people turned up; that double that 
number accepted the invitation was beyond its wildest imagination.7 The following day, 
the West Australian reported that, ‘More than 100,000 people packed Murray Street last 
night—the biggest crowd seen in Perth for 20 years’.8 The crowd stretched from beneath 

2 J.S. Battye (Ed.) Cyclopedia of Western Australia, vol.1., pp. 696-697.

3 Accounts of the original Boans opening are found in the West Australian, 8 Nov. 1895, p. 4, 9 Nov., p. 6, 
11 Nov., p.4.; Daily News, 9 Nov. 1895, p. 1.

4 ‘Boans 75th Anniversary Campaign’, copy in my possession.

5 Accounts of the City Arcade opening and promotion are found in the West Australian, 13 Nov. 1970, p.6.

6 Neither R. Boan nor G. Bingemann nor any other member of staff I contacted, nor the radio personality 
of the day, could remember the jingle. A request through the West Australian’s ‘Can You Help?’ page also 
drew a nil response.

7 The store that had a birthday, Boans 75th Documentary (videotape), courtesy John Spatcher.

8 It was the largest crowd seen in the CBD since the Returned Services parade on 16 August 1945. The 
report is in the West Australian, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 1. All subsequent quotations are from this source unless 
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the new bridge connecting City Arcade and Forrest Place to the intersection with Barrack 
Street. In Wellington Street the crowd was ten-deep on the footpath outside the shop. 
Many were in fancy dress and top hats; all were in party mood. Pedestrians had to walk 
four-deep on the footpaths outside the shop. Murray Street and Forrest Place were closed 
to traffic. When the evening’s first attraction arrived at the Murray Street entrance, the 
street parade was encircled, and then swallowed up, by the ever-growing crowd. ‘I’ve never 
seen anything like this,’ said the acting-station master, as he watched the crowds pour out 
of the railway station, ‘It’s worse than show day.’ 

Parents who had brought small children into town for the celebration, carried them 
shoulder-high to prevent them being trampled. Outside the store elderly women and 
young children took refuge in shop doorways to avoid the crush. Mrs P. Roosen of 
Bayswater was too frightened to take her daughter into the shop: ‘I am not going in there. 
When the crowd started to push I realised it was time to get out. We’ll go back later when 
it’s safer.’ Eighty-six-year-old Mrs M. Riley of Inglewood was also trapped outside the 
store. She was not interested in bargains, she said, but wanted to be present at the birthday 
celebrations because she could remember being at the opening in 1895, when she was 11 
years old. ‘It was just a galvanised building in those days. The area around here was all a 
swamp. When we were children, we often came to the many drains around the building 
to collect watercress.’

In Forrest Place the police sat lost children on the bonnet of their vehicles while waiting 
for them to be claimed by their parents. More than 100 police officers were on duty that 
night and a representative concluded that, ‘It was a much more orderly crowd than we 
expected.’

3.0 Purpose and Planning:

The giant birthday party was one way the 75-year-old company had of saying ‘thank you’ 
to the people of Western Australia —the State’s population was then just over 1 million.9 
As earlier chapters have shown, in tracing the State’s economy since Federation, customers 
sustained the department store through two world wars, during the great Depression; and 
through the market uncertainties that confronted the agricultural and pastoral industries 
and the natural disasters of drought and flood. 

The ‘thank you’ cut both ways, however. It would appear that many people in Western 
Australia wanted to acknowledge the company’s service to its customers and staff, to the 
support it gave local industry and to the employment it provided, to the value-for-money 
merchandise it always offered, and for its generosity as a corporate citizen. It would be 
ingenuous to assume that everyone who turned up was so motivated. No doubt many saw 
an excuse for a party, for free-loading, for shoplifting, for being part of the excitement, the 
atmosphere, the razzmatazz of a street parade and party—and for the bargains.

indicated otherwise.

9 G. Oakley, More Dates: a Western Australian chronology, 1930-1989, Northbridge, WA: Friends of Battye 
Library (Inc.), 1992. The population in 1970 was 1, 014,052; in 1895 it was 100,515, just over the 
capacity of the Melbourne Cricket Ground today.
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Spontaneous as the crowds might have been that night, planning for the 75th began more 
than three years earlier. Boans was the biggest and oldest department store in the State; it 
was also the last department store chain that was a local public company. Edwin Benness, 
chairman of the board and the firm’s managing director, told a Sunday Times feature writer 
that the company did not intend to lose that number one position, ‘through lack of service 
to the public or lack of modern facilities and outlets. We strive to provide an increasingly 
better service and do what we can to make the State a better place in which to live.’ 10

In 1968 Boans directors decided to replan the City store to bring it up to international 
standard for the 75th, so it conducted a worldwide search for new ideas. The qualitative 
message was simple: Boans needed to be ‘a place where it’s fun to shop’.11 The guiding 
strategy was to create specialised areas of merchandise that displayed goods in the way 
customers wanted to see them, in operation, that allowed them to compare commodities—
and that made shopping easier and more convenient.

A homewares department was organised on the first floor, for example, and an international 
gift section on the second. A furniture area was reorganised to display full-room settings 
under subdued lighting, also on the second floor. A fashion floor was given new life, colour 
and glamour, and a Miss Perth shop was created as ‘a total concept of merchandising’ that 
provided ‘everything for young and swinging Western Australian misses.’ 12 Centrally 
placed on the ground floor was the largest continental sausage counter in Perth, while 
along a side wall butter, cheese and bacon were available, cut on the block. Boans was 
famous for its cheese and butter counter and for the white-aproned staff who wire-cut so 
precisely the customers’ portions.13 Aisles were widened to make access easier, and to help 
define the specialist areas. Modern fixtures and display units showed more merchandise 
than ever before and were themselves gracefully designed. Moreover, the entire ground 
floor was covered in vinyl and air-conditioned. These capital and minor works were the 
context in which the 75th Anniversary was celebrated. The challenge was to prepare a 
program worthy of the occasion and then to tell the people of Perth about it.

Merchandise director Rupert Boan had inherited his grandfather’s flair for promotion. 
He sold the idea of an anniversary birthday party, he said, first to his Uncle Frank and 
then to Robert (Bob) Bowen who had assumed the managing director’s role after Frank’s 

10 Sunday Times, 22 Nov. 1970, p. 45.

11 H.G. Selfridge said of his Oxford Street store that it was not a shop but a community centre; this 
description could also describe the public perception and management aspiration of Boans. Selfridge 
also said, ‘A store which is used every day should be as fine a thing and in its own way as ennobling a 
thing as a church or a museum.’ Quoted in Gordon Honeycombe, Selfridges Seventy-Five Years: the story 
of the store, 1909-1984, p. 233. See also B. Lancaster, The Department Store: a social history, p. 4.

12 A Miss Selfridge boutique aimed at a young market was opened in London in September 1966. During 
the following year, Miss Selfridge shops appeared in other stores throughout Britain. Boans often 
copied good and commercially successful ideas; this was one of them. See G. Honeycombe, Selfridges 
Seventy-Five Years, Ch. 11. Claire Masset’s description of the post-war department store modernisation 
in Britain could easily be transferred to Boans Ltd. See C. Masset, Department Stores, Botley, Oxford: 
Shire Publications, 2011, ‘The Post War Era’, pp. 41-53. 

13 Harry Barrett served on the butter counter during the 1950s. He told me that they sold 10 tons of butter 
a week, cut with wire from 50 pound blocks. Personal communication, 7 Feb. 2009.
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death.14 Rupert was supported by George (Ben) Shom who had strong associations with 
the John Martin department store in Adelaide, noted for its splendid Christmas Pageant. 
Shom was given responsibility for stage-managing the street parade.15

As chairman of the planning committee Rupert put together a team that included all 
the heads of department and the nine branch store managers. A public relations firm 
was employed to assist with the promotion, but the display department did most of the 
promotional work in-house. Philip Loffman, who joined Boans in September 1935, was in 
charge of display. He and his staff chose an exciting set of colours — pinks and reds — and 
design schemes for both the interior and exterior decoration. All in-house communications 
— wrapping paper, shopping bags, display tickets and company stationery — were badged 
with a specially designed 75th Anniversary motif. Shop windows, too, carried displays with 
the 75th symbol, and staff wore with pride until June 1971 the 75th rosettes.

The planning committee intended that there should be nine months of celebration, from 
November 1970 until June 1971, and that the opening event should be something that 
would excite and capture the public’s imagination, something the people of Perth had 
never seen before and would long remember. An extra $55,000 was set aside to help 
finance the celebrations; that was nearly $527,000 in 2011 values.16

4.0 Supplier Involvement:

Suppliers were involved from the very beginning because this was a promotional as well 
as a celebratory event. ‘When you are retailing and planning big promotions,’ said Rupert, 
‘you have to buy the merchandise a year in advance.’ Leading Australian and Western 
Australian manufacturers who had a long-standing association with Boans were asked to 
provide goods that could be offered at ‘sensational bargain prices’.17 The range included 

14 R. Boan, Interview, 10 May 2007.

15 George (Ben) Shom, Interview, 12 June 2007.

16 The Reserve Bank inflation calculator at: http://www.rba.gov.au/calculator/calc.go

17 The store that had a birthday, Boans 75th Documentary.

Image 7.1

Boans 75th Anniversary Colours and Logo

Source: P. Loffman
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electrical goods from Phillips, Pye, Astor, HMV, Kriesler; cosmetics from Estée Lauder, 
Cyclax, Elizabeth Arden, Helena Rubenstein; ladies’ wear from Bonds, Kayser, Holeproof, 
Kolotex, Hickory (the national sponsor of the Miss Australia competition); men’s wear 
such as Anthony Squires suits, Flair trousers and Amco jeans as well as national brand 
shirts from Gloweave, Rosco, Nevada, Pelaco, van Heusen, and shoes by Julius Marlow. 
There were Slumber King mattresses and Lazy Boy lounges, Victa lawnmowers and Hills 
hoists, Black & Decker drills and Sidchrome tool sets. Table 7.1 displays some of the 
merchandise for sale, advertised in the Sunday Times feature the day before the anniversary 
celebrations.

Table 7.1
Boans Ltd 75th Anniversary Sale

No of Units Description Retail Price Sale Price Discount % 

250 Astor 8 Transistor $39.95 $18.95 53%

50 2-Brush Polisher $29.95 $18.95 37%

75 ‘Hecla’ 12 inch Frypan $29.95 $14.99 50%

50 Battery Record Players $35.95 $18.95 47%

100 ‘Lark’  6 Transistors $14.95 $8.95 40%

100 4 Drawer Chests $15.00 $9.75 35%

10 Kingsley Radiograms $129.00 $99.00 23%

150 Coffee Tables $17.95 $8.75 51%

100 D/Decker Beds $28.95 $19.50 33%

Source: Sunday Times, 15 Nov. 1970.

These items were illustrated in a teaser advertisement but they were only available for purchase on the night, for 
personal shoppers only. The advertisement said that there were no exchanges or laybys but items could be purchased for 
cash or terms, and paid off at 50c a week. I have added the discount per cent.

According to associate merchandising director Bingemann:

Prices were kept so low for that one night special that they were below our 
normal sale price. In most cases, we didn’t mention the brand name—which 
was unusual for us—as we didn’t want to upset the other retailers. The public 
didn’t care. They trusted us on price and product. Homewares were imported; 
there were no brand names. There was no Target or Big W in those days. It 
was before brand name merchandising.18

In the three hours of late-night shopping, Boans staff took ten per cent more than budgeted 
for through the cash registers—$110,000 instead of an anticipated $100,000.19 And those 
sales were on merchandise that had been marked down at way below cost. Nobody, it 
seemed, was allowed to go home empty-handed; even a windmill was sold that night.20

18 G. Bingemann, Personal communication.

19 According to a report, ‘Boans 75th Anniversary Campaign’, the City store had taken 75 per cent of its 
normal day’s trading when the store was closed at 2.30 p.m., such was the enthusiasm of the shopping 
public. The late-night turnover is also from this source.

20 The store that had a birthday, Boans 75th Documentary.
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5.0 Early Closing:

Robert Fletcher, a staff member since September 1936, kept his advertising program 
under wraps for as long as possible so that the public would not confuse the impending 
celebration with the pre-Christmas Sale then in progress. He wanted a ‘spontaneous 
impact’ so six days before the great event there was a teaser campaign on Radio 6PR, 
Perth’s number-one commercial station. Then on Saturday 14 November one of Perth’s 
best-kept commercial secrets was announced in the press and over the air. Boans had 
negotiated with the Liberal Minister for Labour, Des O’Neill, Perth’s first ever late-night 
shopping. Loffman’s reaction when the extended shopping hours were announced in the 
board room was, ‘“God, you’ve pulled a good one off here.” I didn’t think they’d get it. And 
that was the success of the whole show.’ 21

Perth had not enjoyed late-night shopping since the days of early closing, although 
permission had been granted from time to time to have it for one night in country areas, 
tourist centres, showground fairs and for motor vehicle and housing industry exhibitions. 
Boans was given permission ‘because of the special circumstances’. Two other metropolitan 
retailers—a Perth electrical firm and a Victoria Park shop—were denied the right to 
remain open, however. Minister O’Neill, could see no reason why they should supply a 
service to the public.22

The West Australian supported late-night trading, as much for the advertising revenue it 
would generate, as for the benefits to the city and the shopping public.23 Its first editorial 
on the 75th, on the Monday morning, ignored the uniqueness of Boans’ longevity and 
asserted that: 

Logically there is no reason why it should be celebrated anymore than a 
second birthday or a 14th, or any less than on a 21st or a centenary. That a big 
shop is to close its doors during the afternoon so that it could open at night is 
testimony to the public’s wishes in the matter.

The occasion was novel, but the evidence is worldwide that night shopping 
does not depend on novelty to flourish. Perth, acquiring a new heart, needs a 
new pulse rate more in keeping with a growing modern city.

Nobody wants to compel retailers to open or to worsen the industrial 
conditions of employers for whom there are safeguards. It is simply a matter 
of doing away with out-of-date restrictions so that traders can open and close 
when they want to in response to public demand. Business hours would be 

21 Philip Loffman, Interview, 22 March 2007.

22 Legislative Assembly Debates, 12 Nov. 1970, p. 2144 and West Australian, Editorial, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 
6. Minister O’Neill made the observation that, ‘any arrangements with regard to traffic control, local 
authority requirements, and the employees of the firm, were matters which the firm had to attend to 
itself ’. He need not have worried about the firm’s capacity for planning.

23 Jim McCartney was editor of the West Australian at the time, and Rupert Boan knew him well. They 
discussed the matter, according to Rupert Boan, Personal communication.
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regulated by the public need for a service someone was willing to supply.24

Boans directors had publicly warned that their plan to keep the store open until 10.00 p.m. 
should not be taken as a precedent for extended hours. They even apologised to the Shop 
Assistants’ Union for any misunderstanding over a statement that the Union had agreed 
to the late opening. As a concession, Boans accepted the Union requirement that the store 
trade only 8½-hours on Monday, and agreed to close at 2.30 in the afternoon in order to 
open in the evening. That suited the staff, but such was the public response that night that 
late-night trading became a hot issue in the days and weeks to come.

Organising the 3,000 staff involved that night was the responsibility of staff manager, 
Tom Morris. Suburban stores would not open but the City store would need extra staff.25 
The City store closed at 2.30 p.m., five minutes after the day’s temperature reached its 
maximum of 94.1 degrees Fahrenheit (34.5 Celsius). It was Perth’s hottest day for eight 
months.26 

An hour was allowed to get departments ready after which staff could either go home and 
rest before returning to work or stay in the store and watch films or play cards. In briefing 
sessions a week before, Rupert had encouraged them to dress in period costumes, and 
said that there would be prizes for the best-dressed departments. Rupert’s remembrance 
of staff involvement was that:

You could tell it was going to be a success from a few months before. We got 
that feeling, particularly when the staff got behind it. We were asking them 
to do things they hadn’t done before, things they didn’t have to do. People 
would come to us with little suggestions, things they wanted to bring in to 
help decorate the department: an old picture frame or old photograph or old 
vase. It was sensational.27

Out at Asccot, WA’s racing headquarters, a twilight meeting was in progress. A near-
record crowd watched two racing classics, one of which was the Exhibition Stakes. After 
the running of this race, Boans Chairman Benness presented the WA Turf Club with two 
golden traces to lead in the winner of the Turf Club’s major events. This gesture typified 
Boans close association with local sports and the close association Harry and Frank had 
with the Sport of Kings, according to the report, ‘Boans 75th Anniversary Campaign.’

6.0 The Parade:

‘Of all the hoopla and circus-like events initiated by department stores, none has become 

24 West Australian, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 6.

25 The Boans 75th Documentary quotes a figure of ‘more than 3,000 staff ’. The Sunday Times four-
page feature of 22 Nov. 1970, p. 48, notes 3,082 staff members, and that ‘only the Western Australian 
Government employs more people’. 

26 West Australian, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 1. ‘Though the sudden burst of summer did not keep shoppers away 
from the city, it sent thousands to metropolitan beaches.’

27 Rupert Boan, Interview, 10 May 2007. The soft furnishings department staff won the first prize—an 
evening’s entertainment at company expense. Sunday Times, 22 Nov. 1970, p. 48.
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more cherished by the public than the holiday parade,’ wrote department store historian 
Jan Whitaker. She was writing of the North American scene in particular — Eaton’s 
department store in Toronto, Canada, Gimbels in Philadelphia, Hudson’s in Detroit and 
Nugent’s in St Louis, for example. Macy’s of New York, is perhaps the most famous street 
parade, staged on Thanksgiving Day. While many stores appear to have given up their 
parades in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, she wrote, Macy’s persisted. Its status today is 
that of a national institution. In 2001, a crowd of three million live spectators crowded 
New York’s central business district, with many more millions watching the event on 
television. 28

Only a store of the size, stature and resources of a Boans could stage such an event in 
Perth. It was untested territory and management had no idea of the crowd the city store 
could draw or of the takings once the people got through the doors. By half past five in 
the afternoon, a crowd was beginning to build along the streets. By six o’clock everything 
was ready and everyone was beginning to get excited. It had been a long time since there 
had been other than military parades through Perth. This was going to be different. The 
previous day’s Sunday Times supplement showed readers, through an artist’s sketches, 
WHAT YOU’LL SEE IN THE PROCESSION. Readers were invited to ‘Join in our funtastic 
celebrations!’ and were told ‘Don’t miss the procession to Boans Murray St. 6.25 p.m. 
tomorrow’. 

At half past six Shom blew the whistle that gave the signal for the parade to start. A Pied 
Piper led the way followed by two Marching Girls who carried 75th banners. A magnificent 
set of ‘police greys’ followed them along Stirling Street and across the Barrack Street 
Bridge. By the time the procession swung into the city block the crowd was already two 
metres deep.29 The Royal Australian Navy’s Majestic Class frigate, HMAS Melbourne, 
was in port, having taken part in an Indian Ocean exercise, and its navy band followed the 
mounted police. Then came the Lord Mayor of Perth, Sir Thomas Wardle, and the Lady 
Mayoress, Lady Wardle.

Wardle had agreed to participate in the procession, resplendent in his full regalia, worn for 
the first time outside of the precinct of Council House. He had a chain of grocery stores 
— Tom the Cheap Grocer — that were competitive with Boans and that week he was 
named ‘Citizen of the Decade’ by the Western Australian Association of Apex Clubs.30 

28 J. Whitaker, The Department Store, London: Thames & Hudson, 2011, p. 253 (with illustrations).

29 Details of the parade are taken from an interview with George (Ben) Shom, John Milroy and Peter 
Ovens, 12 June 2007.

30 Sir Thomas Wardle had led the charge against Retail Price Maintenance (also called Resale Price 
Maintenance), a cosy arrangement, according to Geoffrey Bingemann, long enjoyed by department 
stores such as Boans, Aherns, David Jones and Myer. This pricing arrangement is an agreement between 
participants, usually manufacturers and retailers, to buy or sell a product, service or commodity only at a 
fixed price. In neo-classical economics, price fixing is inefficient. Price fixing became illegal in Australia 
under the Consumer and Competition Act 2010 (Cth). Section 48 proscribes the practice of ‘resale price 
maintenance.’  According to G. Bolton, Land of Vision and Mirage, pp.164-165, Wardle returned from a 
trip to England in 1955 with the innovative concept of a self-service store where customers made their 
selection off the shelf and paid at a checkout counter. His profit margins were less than half those of 
his competitors so wholesalers black-banned him. He found other suppliers and leveraged large credit 
considerations in exchange for bulk buying. He was a pioneer in his assault on price fixing. E. Benness 
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Photo 7.1

Boans 75th Anniversary, crowd in Murray Street, 1970.

Source: Courtesy J.B. Morrison.

Any commercial animosities, however, were set aside that night as Sir Thomas and Lady 
Wardle set off from Stirling Street, riding in a 75-year-old, horse-drawn surrey.

Behind him came wave after wave of baton twirlers and drum majorettes, fifteen teams 
of marching girls, a float with seven staff in the costumes and setting of Boans in 1895, 
an array of vintage cars—a 1925 Rolls Royce, a 1926 Salmson, a 1927 Chandler, a 1928 
Chrysler and a 1929 De Soto Deluxe among them. But the earliest and most brightly 
coloured was Boans Number One Delivery Van, a 1917 Model-T Ford. It was the oldest 
unit in a fleet of eighty-six vehicles but not many people could remember how to drive it.

Father Christmas was there also on his own truck, and with four cavorting clowns in 
attendance.  There were television celebrities; cartoon characters such as Marmi the Lion, 
Bugs Bunny and Simon Bear; an Edwardian cyclist on a penny farthing; and three men 
in period costume on a two-wheeled bike decorated in the 75th day-glow colours of pink 
and red—Ben Shom, Ted Owens and John Milroy. 

As the parade passed along Hay Street and William Street and into Murray Street, the 
gathering crowd straining from every vantage point built the noise to a crescendo. The 
National Youth Band played up on the parapet at the Murray Street entrance, now lit with 
fifteen massive, illuminated stars specially made for the night that were strung the width 

records in his BL interview that ‘Tom the Cheap’ was considered to be an outlaw by the established 
traders. They used to go to suppliers and say: “Now if you’re going to supply ‘Tom the Cheap’ you can 
forget us...” Frank wouldn’t be part of this...he helped Tom when Tom got into trouble later on’. BL 
Interview, OH 2585, Tape 2A, p. 22. For a profile of Sir Thomas Wardle, his merchandising career and 
his financial collapse, see C.T. Stannage, ‘Sir Thomas Wardle, the grocer’, in L. Hunt (Ed.), Westralian 
Portraits, Nedlands, WA: UWAP, 1979.
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of the frontage. Down below the Innaloo Girls Rhythmic League was almost buried by 
the crowd twenty to thirty people deep. 

Rupert Boan recalled the event:

I never thought that we would get such a parade through the streets of Perth. 
I thought we might be lucky to get a few marching girls and some bands, 
something like that. But what happened? The whole town came alive. And 
I saw a lot of joy in a lot of kids’ faces, too, which surprised me. They knew 
what was going on.31

Many of the stories given to me by interviewees during research for this thesis were 
stories of their childhood experiences at Boans and other department stores. These are the 
formative years in the development of consumer behaviour.

7.0 Inside the Store:

On each floor inside the store a band or a musical group waited for the signal to play 
non-stop entertainment. The Venezia Quartette was on the first floor, near the lifts; 
Jim Humble sat at the organ on the second floor at the top of the escalator, while JT 
and the Jazzmen tuned up on the bandstand. Behind their decorated counters, on every 
floor, staff were nervously ready. Radio Station 6PR’s Good Guys were at their desks on 
the mezzanine, between the ground floor and the first floor of the main stairs, ready to 
broadcast their non-stop commentaries. Outside on the streets the noise was deafening.

When Sir Thomas and Lady Wardle arrived they were met at the main doors by the 
directors and invited by chairman Benness into the store and up into the boardroom for 
refreshments. Benness had come a long way since starting as an office boy but he was soon 
to learn that he was not as well-known as perhaps he thought. 

Twenty gas-filled balloons were released, and attached to them were vouchers for $50 
Christmas Stockings—if they were returned within ten days. No-one can now remember 
if any of the vouchers were ever claimed! The doors were thrown open at 7.00 p.m. and 
within twenty minutes the floor space was so densely packed that they had to be closed for 
both safety and security. The burly door attendants were instructed to let someone in only 
when someone was let out. That ‘one-out – one-in’ procedure lasted until twenty minutes 
before the end of night trading at 10.00 p.m.

When it was time for the Lord Mayor and Mrs Wardle to leave, it was impossible to get 
them through the crush. Benness had the inspired idea of getting the official party to a 
goods lift, riding with them down several floors to dispatch, and then escorting them out 
into the lane that separated Boans from the Hotel Australia, and out into Murray Street. 
Having said goodbye Benness tried to re-enter the store by the front door. When a broad-
shouldered constable demanded to know who he was he replied, ‘I am the managing 
director.’ ‘Oh, yeah,’ said the policeman, ‘You’re the fourth managing director to try that 
tonight!’ It was fortunate that a floorwalker inside recognised his boss, and prevailed on 

31 Rupert Boan, Interview, 10 May 2007. 



238

Image 7.2

Boans Ltd ‘Thank You’ Advertisement

Source: Daily News, 18 Nov. 1970, p. 37
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the officer to let Benness back in.32

Inside, shoppers and staff entered into the swing of things. It was a busy night too for 
shoplifters but there were no arrests.33 Costumed girls mingled with the crowd handing 
out $2,000 worth of gifts, and pieces of birthday cake from the three-tiered, one-tonne 
monster made in the store’s famous kitchen. On the catwalks there were non-stop parades, 
with vocal accompaniment, that included next summer’s beach fashion as well as a look at 
the foundation garments of yesteryear. ‘This is the dawning of the Age of Aquarius’, from 
the musical Hair, was the song of the night.

The media coverage next day was extraordinary. Television stations broadcast graphic 
reports of the history-making events; print journalists ran out of superlatives; and radio 
stations chattered on about Perth’s incredible one night of late trading. Over the coming 
days, according to those most involved in the event’s organisation, letters poured in from 
all corners of the State thanking Boans for that one unforgettable night of carnival fun 
and entertainment.34 On Wednesday 18 November, Boans took a full-page advertisement 
in the Daily News to say thank you.

8.0 The Outcome:

After the event, late-night shopping remained in the public and political arena. Sydney 
already had plans for two late shopping nights a week, to be introduced by early 1972 
under an agreement being worked through by employers and shop assistants. A meeting 
of five hundred union members in the harbour city had approved the first steps towards a 
five-day week and late shopping; there was to be no Sunday trading, however.35

Research by the West Australian and the Retail Traders’ Association showed that most of 
Perth’s retail traders did not want a trading hour extension or modification. Rupert Boan 
spoke for the company when he said, ‘It was intended as a 75th party for the people of the 
State and we planned to do it only once.’ 36 It was widely believed among the merchant 
class that the prices of goods would rise substantially, that it would aggravate the strong 
trend of inflation — then running at over 5 per cent and on the way up — and that 
extended hours would make it harder to obtain adequate staff. The Secretary of the City 
of Perth Ratepayers’ Association, Mr A.D. Sewell, said that extended shopping hours 
would not increase sales but it would spread sales over a longer period.37

On the ABC’s 7.30 Report the Secretary of the Shop Assistants’ Union, Mr John Try, 

32 E. Benness, ‘Recollections of Boans’; copy of manuscript in author’s hands. The Daily News columnist, 
Kirwan Ward, wrote up the story with suitable embellishments.

33 About two dozen women (no men were caught) were stopped, had the goods confiscated, and were 
escorted from the store. Daily News, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 1.

34 Independently G. Bingemann, R. Boan, P. Loffman, J.B. Morrison and G. Shom, commented on the 
number of letters received, in either interview or private communication with me.

35 West Australian, 18 Nov. 1970, p. 2.

36 The research is recorded in the West Australian, 18 Nov. 1970, p. 12. Rupert Boan is quoted in the Daily 
News, 17 Nov. 1970, p. 1.

37 West Australian, 18 Nov. 1970, p. 12.
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asserted that the public did not want night shopping; it would create a dangerous precedent. 
Letters to the editor followed, the main theme of which was customer convenience. Even 
Minister O’Neill could not resist the temptation to have his say, and in so doing made 
himself the subject of a cartoon in the morning paper:

Anyone who says 100,000 people would turn up on an ordinary night’s trading 
is talking through his hat. This was a special occasion and was linked with the 
switching on of the City’s Christmas Lights.38

Boans Anniversary was the foot in the door for late night shopping but it was not until 
May 1978 that retail trading hours were amended to allow trading until nine o’clock on 
one night a week.39 A retail store staging large street processions was new to Perth but 
not to other cities. Because of its huge success and the enthusiasm it engendered, Boans 
management planned another street parade for the last Saturday in November 1971. The 
scale and cost were such that the idea was soon transferred to the Perth City Council and 
the television station Channel 7 who have continued ever since to entertain the people of 
Perth with a Christmas Pageant.40

9.0 Other Promotional Activities:

Some weeks earlier, in conjunction with the Education Department, Boans had assisted 
in the running of a high school oral communication competition. This involved students 
participating in an event that furthered their ability to communicate verbally. After the 
Monday night party each of the suburban centres — Waverley (Cannington), Morley, 
Medina, the Grove, Melville and Innaloo — offered 75th birthday attractions. As many 
of Perth’s senior citizens had patronised Boans since its early days, members of Senior 
Citizens Clubs were given a personal invitation to a special morning or afternoon tea.  
The following Saturday, children were invited to visit suburban stores in fancy dress for 
which prizes were awarded. The Sunday Times published an eight-page supplement on 
22 November reporting on the ‘fabulous birthday party,’ and linking it to the company’s 
history—its past, present and future. 41

The 75th was both a public relations and a commercial success, and it cemented Boans’ 
relationships with its suppliers and customers. According to Bingemann, 

From food through to homewares, to bedding to furniture to clothing, to 
shoes—these were the areas that you could say pretty confidently that Boans 

38 West Australian, 18 Nov. 1970, p. 12. Mitchell’s cartoon appeared in the West Australian the following 
day, p. 6.

39 Retail trading hours were defined in §.85 of the Factories and Shops Act 1963, and amended in §.5 of the 
Factories and Shops Amendment Act 1978, and assented to on 16 May 1978. The Second Reading of the 
Factories and Shops Act Amendment Bill is recorded in WAPD, vol. 219, 1978, Assembly, 20 April 1978, 
pp. 1002-1004; 11 May 1978, pp. 1820-1835. The issue is addressed in the next chapter.

40 G. Bingemann, Personal communication.

41 Details of these promotional events are contained in ‘Boans 75th Anniversary Campaign’ report. The 
fancy dress supplement is in Sunday Times, 22 Nov. 1970.



241

would have been their major customer. 42

The event resulted in ‘boomer’ Christmas trading as the promotional activities continued 
into 1971. It brought everybody together with renewed staff confidence and enthusiasm. 
Soon afterwards Loffman went on a world trip to look for promotional activities that 
could be used in a forthcoming anniversary spectacular, Salute WA Made, a promotion of 
goods produced or manufactured in Western Australia.

The government-sponsored campaign ran for three weeks in March 1971, the biggest 
ever undertaken in the State, and was backed by a promotional expenditure in excess 
of $150,000. Boans and the participating suppliers provided most of the money. It was 
anticipated by the Sunday Times that the in-store promotions and the four hundred Boans 
window displays would attract some two million customer transactions.43

The Minister for Industrial Development, Charles Court, described it as the prime event 
in the State’s ten-year campaign to increase the penetration of local products into the 
home market. In praising Boans for its generous contribution, he said, ‘this was the type 
of teamwork Western Australia had always wanted’.44

10.0 Conclusion:

Many organisations celebrate milestone events—public events like royal visits or national 
commemorations, corporate events such as the completion of major renovations or the 
opening of new premises. The Boans 75th Anniversary was an innovative occasion: it was 
the first such undertaking by a department store; only a department store with Boans 
resources could undertake it. As this case study has shown, Boans held a special place 
in the hearts and minds of the people of Western Australia. That special place had been 
earned over the preceding 75 years. It was based on mutual trust and respect: the balance 
of commercial endeavour and corporate citizenship, a service ethic backed up with value-
for-money.

Boans recognised its long-term customers through suburban store morning teas; it 
recognised potential customers through the children’s fancy dress party.  Its sponsorship 
of an oral communication competition as well as the presentation of leading traces at a 
WA Turf Club meeting illustrate further the broad range of its community involvement.

The logistics of planning and stage managing, the support and involvement of staff, the 
catalytic effect of one night of extended shopping hours on the late-night trading issue, 
the merchandise turnover and the media reaction before and after the event illustrate the 
company’s ability to reconcile commercial and community endeavours. It should have 
come as no surprise to management, then, that so many people would come to the party.

The 75th Anniversary celebration was the highest point of the Boans trajectory. The 
State’s mineral boom was already underway, but the 1970s were to present the Boans 

42 G. Bingemann, Interview, 22 March 2007.

43 Sunday Times, 22 Nov. 1970.

44 The Charles Court quote is in Sunday Times, 22 Nov. 1970.
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management with one of the most challenging decades in its history—and presage its 
eventual takeover. That turbulence, and the department store expansion that was a part of 
it, is the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

TURBULENCE AND EXPANSION

(1971-1982)

1.0 Setting:

The mineral boom of the 1960s continued into the 70s. As the Minister for Industrial 
Development and the North West, and then Premier after the defeat of the Tonkin 
Labor Government in 1974, Charles Court promoted what Bolton called ‘a dynamic and 
aggressive resource policy’.1 WA was entering a period of prosperity based on its mineral 
resources but even booms have their ups and downs—in retailing as well as mining. 
Between September 1969 and April 1970 the shares of a little-known exploration company 
Poseidon, based in Adelaide but owning the Wandarra leases in Western Australia, reached 
its apogee of $286 before a long slide into liquidation and finally delisting from the Stock 
Exchange. The London Times rated Poseidon ‘the share of the year—if not of all time’.2 
The intoxicating frenzy of get-rich-quick, the associated skulduggery and the celebrity 
desire for immortality were captured in the film The Nickel Queen a scene of which was 
shot on the ground floor in Boans. It premiered on 26 March 1971 and began a record-
breaking six-month run in Perth as people flocked to see art mirroring reality.3 

The 1970s was one of the most turbulent decades with which Boans management and 
staff had to deal. Boans continued to expand its network of suburban department stores 
but closed those stores no longer viable. Despite the impact of inflation on the economy 
— nearly 17 per cent by mid-1975 — the department store continued to be profitable 
but with significant variability.4 Shareholders, already enjoying a 10 per cent discount on 
purchases, received dividends that increased over the decade from 13 cents per ordinary 
share in 1970 to 18 cents a share in 1980, as shown in Table 8.4. Sales rose but more as 
the result of rising prices than an increase in unit sales. Sales in 1975, for example, were 
$55 million; in 1982 they were $106 million — a change by 93 per cent. Trading profit 
before taxation, on the other hand, was $2.3 million in 1975, and $3.7 million in 1982 — 
a change by 61 per cent.5

1   G. Bolton, Land of Vision and Mirage, p. 157.

2    T. Sykes chronicles the rise and fall of Poseidon in The Money Miners: the great Australian mining boom, 
Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1995. Poseidon was delisted from the Australian Stock Exchange on 
22 Dec. 1976. Other background information is taken from Don Lippscombe, ‘5: 1960-1979’, in P. 
Firkins (Ed.), A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia. The whole period is covered by 
G. Bolton in Land of Vision and Mirage, Ch. 9.

3    J. Gregory, City of Light, pp. 158-160.

4   Chart 8.1 shows the Consumer Price Index for the period 1971-1983. In Chart 8.2, the second panel 
shows how inflation affected Boans’ profitability.

5   These figures were obtained from Boans Ltd financial statements and annual reports, 1975-1983, with 
1979 missing. The sales figures were rounded to the nearest million, and the trading profit to one 
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The cost of doing business under Federal governments both Liberal and Labor rose to 
unprecedented levels: corporate income tax and interest rates, wage increases and rates 
and taxes all rose significantly and were exacerbated by the compliance cost of new trade 
practices legislation.6 At the 1972 AGM, for example, chairman Benness told shareholders 
that in the last five years (i.e. since 1967) the average male weekly earnings had risen by 
49 per cent; retail prices by 19 per cent.7 In 1974 he told shareholders that the return on 
investment was less than investment in Commonwealth Bonds because of ‘unprecedented 
inflation’. Wages for shop assistants in the last twelve months, he said, had risen by 27 per 
cent for males and 45 per cent for females.8 At the 1975 AGM, the chairman expressed the 
board’s frustration arising from the increasing political control of business, the explosion 
in bureaucratic growth and the amount of information now required from businesses that 
was putting pressure on senior executives. And the cost of labour was now taking an extra 
2.3 cents out of every sales dollar.9 These factors together influenced the cost of living and 
the cost of doing business, and the spending patterns of customers as well as employees. 

Boans had coped with and adapted to competition but it now faced a new challenge 
from national retailing networks: the emergence of buying groups who sourced their 
merchandise internationally at prices more competitive than those obtained by Boans. 
It was a difficult period for the Australian people and the economy, retailing not least of 
all. Further, the emergence of national advertising by chain and other department stores 
with interstate branches amortised marketing costs in a way not possible for a company 
confined to a single State.

The 1970s was a time of rapid change. Stores were getting bigger. Boans was handicapped 
by the space limitations of its City site relative to the value of the land. There were 

decimal place. At the 57th AGM, 23 July 1975, Chairman Benness said that increases in sales were the 
result of higher prices, not an increase in the number of units sold.

6    The Trade Practices Act 1974 was assented to on 24 August 1974. It has been replaced by the Competition 
and Consumer Act 2010. The Prices Justification Act was enacted in 1973.

7    Chairman’s Address, 54th AGM, 19 July 1972. Weekly earnings were rounded down from 49.3% and 
retail prices up from 18.5%.

8    Chairman’s Address, 56th AGM, 24 July 1974.

9    Chairman’s Address, 57th AGM, 23 July 1975. He also told the meeting that the cost of keeping one 
senior female assistant on the shop floor for one minute was, as at Feb., in 1973, 1.64 cents; in 1974, 
2.14 cents, and in 1975, 3.33 cents. At the company’s 58th AGM, 21 July 1976, the chairman told the 
meeting that ‘last year I was far from optimistic and in fact expressed considerable doubts as to the 
immediate prospects and deep concern at the trend towards increasing government interference into 
all aspects affecting business. The experience of the last two years,’ he said, ‘and the adverse effect of 
such interference on the country’s economy seems to have impressed even a proportion of the dyed-
in-the-wool socialists who have come to acknowledge that the private sector must be prosperous if the 
country as a whole is to prosper.’ (My italics.) Chairman Benness continued, ‘We have had a change in 
government and the new one seems to be taking steps to reduce the size of the portion of the national 
cake appropriate for the public sector and we must applaud the positive steps taken to curtail the growth 
of the public service.’ In November 1975 the Whitlam Labor Government was controversially dismissed 
by the Governor General, Sir John Kerr, and a Fraser Liberal Coalition assumed office. In eight years, 
between 10 June 1968 and 11 November 1975, Australia had four Prime Ministers—John Gorton, 
Liberal, 10 June 1968-10 March 1971; William McMahon, Liberal, 10 March 1971-5 December 1972; 
Gough Whitlam, Labor, 5 December 1972-11 November 1975; Malcolm Fraser, Liberal, 11 November 
1975-11 March 1983.
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significant costs associated with goods handling in the CBD, the limitations on transport 
facilities and the increasing impact of traffic congestion. As the decade progressed it 
became apparent that a number of branch stores were too small also and so were restricted 
in the range of merchandise they could carry.

Boans also found it difficult to attract good people into its employ, partly because of a 
shortage of management material in the marketplace and partly because retailing and its 
financial rewards were not attractive enough for aspiring executives. Senior staff, many 
of whom had been conditioned by the Depression and by the Second World War, would 
soon retire. They would have to be replaced. 

As part of a strategy to remain contemporary and competitive, Boans adopted an aggressive 
international profile. Senior staff went on reconnaissance visits around the world to review 
current trends in retailing, store layout, productivity and diversification. Buyers were sent 
to all corners of the globe in search of merchandise that was innovative, fashionable and 
competitively priced.

Nevertheless, with the return on investment declining from nearly 12 per cent in 1976 
to less than 4 per cent in 1980 (Chart 8.5), a steadily falling share price (Chart 8.6) and 
a trading profit after income tax (Chart 8.4) at just over $1 million in 1980—it had been 
nearly $2.5 million in 1977 — the market signals suggested that Boans Ltd was ripe for 
takeover — if the tight family grip could be broken.

The dilemma was whether or not to redevelop the City precinct and if so, how to keep 
trading successfully during the extended construction phase—or did the future lie in 
merging with or selling to a national firm such as Grace Bros or Myer who had similar 
department store operations?

This chapter tells the story of that turbulent decade, how management dealt with threats 
and opportunities under the leadership of Edwin Benness (1970-1978) and J.B. Morrison 
(1978-1984), and the events that lead to a successful takeover by Myer in 1984. It shows 
how a combination of external factors, variable financial performance and the realisation 
by one member of the family that the company had a doubtful future, created the 
circumstances for a successful acquisition of the enterprise that was by now an icon in the 
public imagination. The chapter also shows a change in corporate citizenship to a more 
politically conservative, less ecumenical strategy.

2.0 Issues:

By 1975 changes in the nature of retailing were beginning to affect Boans’ capacity to 
maintain its leadership role. The board continued its policy of expansion into suburban 
shopping centres but their growth had taken away the need for people to come into town 
to shop. Turnover at the flagship City store, once 47 per cent of group sales, had declined 
to 45.6 per cent and was expected to drop still further, possibly to as low as 42 per cent.10 
This made it increasingly expensive to operate in the city. In his Chairman’s Address at 

10  Directors’ Minutes, 4 Oct. 1978. The ‘Corporate Trading & Marketing Report’ gave no time frame 
for this foreshadowed decline.
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the 59th AGM, 20 July 1977, Benness commented on ‘the drift of customers away from 
the city’ and said, ‘we must accept some responsibility for making shopping so attractive 
in suburban centres.’ 11

Secondly, the actual floor space available for retailing was critical to a store’s success. It 
affected the cost of occupancy, the range of goods and services that could be offered and 
the catchment area a department store could serve. Experience both here and abroad had 
shown that the optimal size for a department store was 100,000 square feet (about 9500 
square metres). In this respect, the Boans stores at Medina, Innaloo and the Grove, as 
well as the country stores, were really too small to be viable. According to Morrison, the 
inefficient or restricted use of limited space reduced the net profit necessary for investing 
in fixed assets.12 Some major changes had to be made.

Table 8.1

Boans Ltd Shopping Centre Openings, Closings & Acquisitions 1972-1982

Year Date Shopping Centre

1972 15 March Opening, Carousel Shopping Centre, Cannington

1972 4 Oct. Opening, Garden City, Booragoon

1973 1 April Old Medina store—Closed

1973 4 April Opening, Kwinana Hub Centre

1975 16 April Old Grove Store—Closed for renovation

1975 1 June Opening of Geraldton

1977 14 Feb. Opening, Grove Plaza, Cottesloe 

1978 15 Aug Takeover of David Jones

1979 June Takeover of Walshs

1979 31st Dec. Melville store—Ceased trading

1981 23rd May Kwinana Hub—Ceased trading

1980 May-June Full takeover of Geraldton store

1981 June Opening, Miss Perth store, Claremont

1982 August Takeover of Barkers (Holdings) Pty Ltd

Source: Boans Ltd Diary, 27th June 1936-Nov. 1981, and Directors’ Minutes.

Table 8.1 summarises the opening, closing or major renovation of Boans stores. Some of 
them were owned outright — Perth, the original Waverley, Morley, Bunbury and Albany 
— while others were leased premises in which Boans was the major tenant: Carousel 
which replaced Waverley, Innaloo, Melville, Garden City in Booragoon and the Grove in 
Cottesloe.

A third issue was that the range of merchandise in department stores was becoming 
increasingly narrow because of takeovers and mergers. In the 1960s each department 
store in the CBD — Aherns, Bairds (taken over by Myer), Bon Marché, the Economic 
Store (which became Cox Bros.), Foy & Gibson (taken over by David Jones), Moores 
(which ceased trading in the 1970s) and Boans — had a distinctive character, style of 

11  Chairman’s Address, 59th AGM, 20 July 1977.

12  J.B. Morrison, Personal communication.
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merchandise and clientele. By the late 1970s that differentiation was difficult to find and 
harder to justify. Board chairman J.B. Morrison told shareholders at the 1979 AGM that:

As we move toward the 1980s department stores find themselves being 
challenged as the leading retailers of family consumer items by large discount 
stores and national chains.13

Consumers had become more discerning as a consequence of their growing affluence and 
their travel experiences. Directors had begun to ask if the image of the department store 
as a Universal Provider, a catchcry for more than sixty years, was still appropriate. There 
needed to be a shift in emphasis, perhaps, away from its ‘bargain’ shopping image to a 
more upmarket one that was consistent with the mature profile of its fashion-conscious 
customers.14 

Table 8.2

Price Comparison of KNS Merchandise Like-for-Like Items: Target, Kmart, Boans

Item Target - $ Kmart - $ Boans - $ Variation

P. 460 Buggy 49.99 51.50 3.0%

P. 540 Trio 169.99 176.50 3.8%

Folding Cot 32.99 32.99 0.0%

Steelcraft Hi/Lo Chair 59.99

Cadet Stroller 46.99 48.00 2.1%

Actil Nappies 17.99 19.00 5.6%

R/Armstrong C/Basket 23.99 28.00 16.7%

Trainer Chairs 15.98 18.99 18.8%

Nally B/Sets 11.76 15.25 29.7%

Bonds Vest 1.09 1.20 10.1%

Actil Nappies 17.98 19.00 5.7%

Bouncinettes 14.87 15.50 4.2%

Nally Trainer Chairs 10.47 13.99 33.6%

Wooden Cots 32.48 40.00 23.2%

Walkers 10.47 22.00 110.1%

Nally Buckets 4.26 5.25 23.2%

Baths 7.99 11.00 37.7%

Bass/Stand 44.48 62.00 39.4%

L/B Trio 168.00 176.50 5.1%

Cadets 45.96 48.00 4.4%

Sprint Chairs 27.99 33.00 17.9%

Buggy 49.97 51.50 3.1%

Actil Superior 22.99 24.99 8.7%

Source: Store Manager’s Monthly Report, Morley, February 1982, in Executive Committee Minutes, Jan.-
June 1982, from J.B. Morrison.

Boans maintained its reputation for service and reliability and for valued goods. Bingemann 
reminded those attending a corporate merchandise and marketing review seminar in 

13 Minutes, 61st AGM, 18 July 1979.

14 Directors’ Minutes, 23 Jan. 1980.
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February 1982 that,

Our merchandising philosophy is based on the principle of presenting a 
wide range of in-depth stocks in our Stores and giving our customers the 
opportunity of one stop shopping with choice of selection backed by service. 
Only quality merchandise at the value prices is acceptable in our Stores. 15

He then went on to assert that Boans would not be undersold by competitive department 
stores or specialty stores for items of equal comparison.16 In his monthly report for 
February 1982, the Store Manager at Morley presented a comparative set of prices for 
Boans and two national chains with international buying power and national advertising 
budgets—Target and Kmart. Table 8.2 shows those figures and the price competition 
facing Boans.

3.0 Kwinana:

Besides these general challenges, Boans had to deal with difficulties in some of the 
individual stores. Throughout its ninety-year history Boans had few major technical 
problems with its City and branch stores, and very little adversarial litigation. An exception 
was Kwinana where, in July 1972, management was negotiating to establish a department 
store. With many new houses planned for the area it was anticipated that this would be a 
profitable venture.17

AV Jennings built the complex and Boans Kwinana opened on 4 April 1973 as the major 
tenant in the Kwinana Hub. Almost from the beginning a mysterious and unpleasant 
odour permeated the store—especially in soft furnishings, clothing and other merchandise. 
This musty smell began to affect business and by October 1977 the store was trading 
badly, partly because it was increasingly unattractive to customers and partly because the 
population growth and therefore customer demand had not matched forecasts.18

Boans maintenance and engineering staff believed that rising dampness in the concrete 
beneath the linoleum floor-covering resulted in a fungus growth that caused the odour. In 
August 1979 management instructed the firm’s solicitors, Stone James, to seek a 30 per 
cent lease reduction. AV Jennings accepted some responsibility for rectifying the matter 
but was not prepared to revisit the lease. A broken water pipe thought to be the cause was 
repaired but the floor took such a long time to dry out that it made little difference.19

15  This statement was Appendix I to the report of the Corporate Merchandise & Marketing Review, 
18 Feb. 1982 contained in the Executive Committee Minutes, January-June, 1982, in J.B. Morrison’s 
possession.

16  The full quotation from the report’s Appendix I, reads: ‘Given item for item equal comparison we will 
not be under sold by competitive department stores or speciality shops. We will endeavour in every 
instance to achieve a competitive price with basic range merchandise of discount stores, taking into 
consideration the service and range we give.’

17  Information on the Kwinana Hub issue is found in AGM Minutes for 9 July, 1972, 18 July 1973 and 
16 July 1980, and monthly Directors’ Minutes between 12 Oct. 1977 and 29 May 1981, VSL, CMA, 
Boxes 3157 and 3159.

18  Directors’ Minutes, 12 Oct. 1977.

19 Directors’ Minutes, 29 Aug. 1979 (musty odour and rising dampness); 28 Nov. 1979 (accepting some 
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As the problem seemed insoluble, management instructed its lawyers in February 1980 
to formally advise the owners that Boans would close its store on 30 June. 20 Negotiations 
between Boans and AV Jennings from May to August got nowhere.21 The odour had 
grown stronger and was now more objectionable to both staff and customers. Boans 
management was advised that litigation would be expensive and time-consuming but it 
wanted a resolution. The case was set down to be heard in the Supreme Court of Western 
Australia on 22 April 1981 with the advice that the court proceedings could last 30-40 
days at a cost of $12,000 a day—with Boans to pick up the tab if the case was lost.22 

As is so often the case in commercial litigation, a settlement was reached before the 
matter went before the court; conditions were confidential and each side paid its own legal 
costs.23 The store finally closed on 23 May and was vacated a week later. The Kwinana 
staff was assigned to other stores and reports to management indicated that they were 
pleased with their placements and in particular with how they were welcomed by both 
colleagues and management at their new locations.24

4.0 Geraldton:

There were also problems with the Geraldton store. In July 1973 shareholders were 
told that Geraldton was a natural port for the mineral hinterland and that a commercial 
opportunity now offering there was expected to replicate the Bunbury success.25 The 
directors could also see that the transport infrastructure that serviced the Pilbara mineral 
expansion could benefit their commercial venture.

Six residential properties were quietly purchased and together with an adjacent basketball 
court were rezoned ‘commercial’ by the town council. Cameron Chisholm & Nicol 
designed and built a metropolitan-sized shopping centre on this large parcel of land. 
Boans then sold the project to the National Mutual Life Assurance Company in a turn-
key negotiation that became effective the day the centre opened — 1 June 1975 — with 
Boans leasing back premises at a rental based on a percentage of turnover. ‘It was a very 
favourable commercial venture to all parties,’ said Bingemann who managed the project, 

responsibility, broken water pipe).

20 Directors’ Minutes, 27 Feb. 1980, 27 March 1980.

21 Directors’ Minutes, 28 May, 1980; 25 June, 1980, 27 Aug. 1980.

22 Discussions on legal proceedings are recorded in Directors’ Minutes 26 Sept. 1980, 31 Oct. 1980, 23 
Jan. 1981, 6 March 1981, 27 March 1981.

23 Directors’ Minutes, 24 April 1981. According to Peter Matier, manager, customer services, the 
Supreme Court of Western Australia, in the matter of the Lease Dispute the Plaintiff was Boans 
Limited, the First Defendant was the Kwinana Hub Shopping Centre Pty Ltd and the Second 
Defendant was A.V. Jennings Providend Fund Pty Ltd and OPF Nominees Pty Ltd. A writ was 
issued on behalf of Boans Limited on 25 June 1980, and a Notice of Discontinuence recorded at the 
Supreme Court on 27 May 1981. The matter is recorded in Supreme Court of WA, File 1731/1980.

24 Directors’ Minutes, 29 May 1981. The Kwinana Hub store closed on 23 May 1981, and Boans vacated 
the premises within a week. Directors were told that, ‘Staff were very happy with new positions in 
other stores; in particular with reception by staff and management.’

25 Minutes, 55th AGM, 18 July 1973.
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‘but the dream didn’t become a reality.’ 26

The board had entered into a 60:40 partnership in 1975 with a three-generation family 
business of drapers and menswear retailers to provide a local management team. There 
was not the personal rapport between the Willock family and Boans management, 
however, as there had been between Frank Boan and the Roberts family in Bunbury and 
Robinson family in Albany. The Perth perception was that the Geraldton management 
was ineffective and reluctant to work within the Boans style. From the Geraldton point 
of view, a lack of key executive involvement and prudential supervision from Perth 
motivated general manager Ian Willock to write to managing director Morrison, ‘I have 
stated many times that your collective visits are essential for guidance and assistance’.27 
Neither guidance nor assistance had been forthcoming. By May 1980, after four years of 
unprofitable trading, Boans directors decided to buy out the Willock family and install 
Peter Sylvester, the Innaloo branch manager, to manage the store.28 At Benness’ initiative, 
a branch liaison officer was appointed — Ron James — to represent the branches at 
Head Office. ‘That was perhaps one of the better decisions as far as the branches were 
concerned,’ Benness recalled some fifteen years later.29

5.0 Expansion, Three Acquisitions and Some Contractions:

In two Perth suburbs Boans was expanding. In August 1978 David Jones Ltd, the national 
chain, succumbed to economic and competitive pressures and decided to close its City 
store and its stores in the Karrinyup and Garden City (Booragoon) shopping centres. The 
company’s finance director, David Hobbs, explained that specialised shops and boutiques 
had taken a growing share of the retail market. He also observed that a slower population 
growth and Perth’s excessive retail space had also contributed to the company losing $2 
million a year in Western Australia.30

After a prudent assessment the Boans board realised that here was an opportunity — the 
first of three — to enlarge the floor area of two of its suburban stores to greater than 
100,000 square feet, acquire stock and fixtures on its terms and be in a position to take 
over long leases without the prospect of a rent review. Importantly it could be done with a 

26 G. Bingemann, Personal communication, 24 Nov. 2008.

27 Correspondence, Ian Willock to J.B. Morrison, 16 May 1980, Directors’ Minutes, 21 May 1980 and 64th 
AGM, 21 July 1980.

28 Details of these events, decisions and appointment are recorded in Directors’ Minutes, 21 May 1980, 28 
May 1980 and 25 June 1980.

29 E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 7B, p. 92.

30 Tim Treadgold, ‘Decline and fall of a retail grocer’, West Australian, 17 Aug. 1978. Background 
information on the David Jones decision is contained in Daily News, 16 Aug. 1978, West Australian, 16 
and 17 Aug. 1978 and Sunday Times, 20 Aug. 1978. According to Edwin Benness, David Jones (which 
had taken over the Foy and Gibson empire) had not traded at a profit in WA for many years. The 
chairman, Charles Lloyd-Jones, flew from Sydney to meet with Benness in Perth. He told Benness that 
they intended to close their WA operation because they were making heavy losses, and asked was Boans 
prepared to take over some of their stores and a lot of their stock. Source: E. Benness, BL, Interview 
OH 2585, Tape 7B, p. 94.
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minimum of inconvenience to customers and staff.31 David Jones Karrinyup sales figures 
for 1977 amounted to $4.7 million. Boans calculated that it could raise those takings to 
between $7 and $8 million, and employ only a third of the staff. At Garden City, David 
Jones was paying $2.00 per square foot on 193,229 square feet but could only generate 
a turnover of $24.32 per square foot. Boans, on the other hand, had 93,000 square feet 
and paid $3.50 a square foot yet its floor area produced a turnover of $8.7 million, or 
$93.55 per square foot, nearly four times the DJ turnover. The directors were aware that 
a larger area at a reduced rental and guided by more efficient management certainly had 
merchandising potential.

The deed recording the lease agreement was signed on 15 August, followed by a public 
announcement. David Jones closed its Perth store a week later, Garden City a week after 
that and Karrinyup on 6 September, and left Western Australia.32 Stock was acquired at 
the Boans stocktake valuation and there was no closing-down sale; there was, of course, a 
‘gigantic opening promotion’.33 That the transition from the smaller to the larger premises 
was as smooth as it was and that both stores were soon operating up to expectation 
reflects credit yet again on the Boans staff.34 But there was a disappointment. Bingemann 
who managed the acquisition and assimilation, told the directors that no David Jones 
management had come with the takeover. ‘Young people will not commit themselves,’ he 
said.35

When the December sales results came out that took into account Christmas trading, 
Karrinyup and Garden City had performed very well, both exceeding their sales targets, 
as shown in Table 8.3.

Table 8.3

Boans Ltd Perth & Branch Store Sales Results  (as a percentage of Budget) 

December 1978

Karrinyup (prev. DJs)         104.0 Carousel                              102.1 Morley                                  96.5

Grove                                 103.2 Melville                                 99.5 Innaloo                                 88.2

Garden City (prev. DJs)      102.6 Perth                                     99.3 Kwinana                                87.0

Source: Directors’ Minutes, 24th January 1979.

31 Details of the David Jones project including the evaluation, purchase of the stock and the takeover are 
detailed in Directors’ Minutes, 7 Aug. 1978.

32  David Jones (popularly known as DJs) returned to Western Australia in October 1999 when it acquired 
Aherns, ‘Australia’s last family-owned department store,’ according to an ABC Radio National broadcast, 
PM, on 19 October 1999. David Jones’ managing director, Peter Wilkinson, said, ‘The world’s changed 
considerably over the last two decades. You know, retailing keeps on moving forward. … we can bring a 
new influence with some different merchandise, some more unique merchandise and some merchandise 
less likely to be brought into Western Australia.’   

33  G. Bingemann, Personal communication, 24 Nov. 2008. This was a very effective piece of merchandising 
negotiation of benefit to Boans Ltd.

34  The Chairman recorded his appreciation at the 61st AGM, 18 July 1979.

35  Directors’ Minutes, ‘Corporate Trading & Marketing Report’, 4 Oct. 1978.
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There were two other acquisitions. Economic pressures had also caused Walshs, a family-
owned, WA-based men’s wear store, to close in mid-1979 and Boans acquired the stock 
that was of merchandisable quality on terms acceptable to both sides.36 In August 1982 
Boans bought Barkers (Holdings) Pty Ltd in Victoria Park, a six-store discount chain of 
homewares, a third example of its opportunistic strategy of growth by acquisition. This 
purchase diversified Boans into a different style of retailing. An analysis of the trading 
figures before purchase confirmed management’s view that ‘the company had shown 
a resistance to becoming profitable’, reflected in its accumulated losses of $1.9 million 
at the time of purchase. Boans management believed it could turn the business around 
and appointed C.W. Thomson the manager. The projections were for sales of nearly $7 
million by February 1983 and a profit of $14,000 on five months trading.37 Before the 
year was out, however, management was preoccupied with negotiating the take-over of 
Boans itself. 

There were also some contractions, one the result of an unprofitable lease expiring and not 
being renewed, the other a suburban store trading decline compounded by a crisis. The 
Melville store closed on 31 December 1979 at the end of its 12-year lease. Boans had been 
the major tenant when the Melville Market Shopping Centre opened in 1967 as a New 
World Development project but the board saw a better future through acquiring David 
Jones in Garden City and the move to Garden City took place with the full cooperation of 
the Shop Assistants’ Union and an assurance to staff that their jobs were secure.38 Innaloo 
was adversely affected by the David Jones–Karrinyup move in 1978 and on Christmas 
trading had performed 10 per cent below its budget (Table 8.3). 

Throughout its history Boans was particularly free of disasters and crises that were a 
threat to customers and staff. The bombing of Boans Innaloo on 4 April 1979 was an 
unforgettable exception. Ronald Carlsen detonated a device and then demanded $500,000 
from Boans management. If it was not forthcoming, or if there was any ‘prevarication’, he 
said, he would set off a second explosion. Eleven people were injured including six staff. 
Remarkably the consequences were not more serious.39 For Mrs Dulcie Taylor, a Boans 
customer who suffered a heart attack some ten days after the event, it was an ordeal she 
would not forget. Three months after the incident she said, ‘I can’t even watch a war film 
on television, and any sudden loud noise has a bad effect on me’. She went on to say that 
although Boans was not liable for either compensation or damages they had contributed 
to her medical expenses. ‘I can’t speak highly enough of Boans and the concern they 
showed for me,’ she said.

The police, and managers and staff in Perth’s retail establishments were on high alert 
as bomb disposal experts gave advice on how to handle the emergency of a bomb scare. 

36 Boans made a 50 per cent down payment of $100,000, and two subsequent payments, one within a week 
of the agreement being signed, the other payable in 60 days. Directors’ Minutes, 26 June and 25 July, 
1979.

37 Details of the acquisition are in Directors’ Minutes, 24 Sept. 1982 and 65th AGM Minutes, 20 July 1983.

38 Directors’ Minutes, 26 Sept. 1979.

39 Details of this event are taken from West Australian, 12 April 1979 and 5 July 1979. $500,000 is just over 
$2 million in 2010 values.
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Morrison was managing director at the time but remembered that:

This fellow used to ring me at almost 10 o’clock on the dot every morning. 
And he’d demand money. Extortion. I had a button on my desk that I pressed 
and it would lock up all the exchanges right throughout Perth so that the 
police could try and determine where he was ringing from.40

After an almost total shutdown of information to the media, the WA Commissioner 
of Police, Owen Leitch, called a special press conference two weeks after the bombing 
and released tape recordings of the demand. Carlsen had a unique pronunciation of the 
word ‘prevarication’ that was readily identifiable to anyone who knew him well. The tapes 
were played on radio and television and were reproduced verbatim in the print media. A 
Port Hedland resident identified Carlsen as the voice on the tape; he was interviewed in 
Adelaide on 23 April, nineteen days after the initial inquiry.41

Morrison said immediately after the event, ‘We are proud that we were as well-prepared 
as we were, and that we had an emergency drill for these situations.’

6.0 Legislative Changes:

The 1970s saw some important legislative changes affecting retailing, and changes also 
to the internal management of the business. Following the success of the Boans 75th 
Anniversary the question of extended shopping hours was much debated. The advantages 
to consumers were said to be a greater convenience for working wives (especially when 
they had access to the family car), an increased opportunity for families to shop together 
and a reduction in the traditional Saturday morning congestion. A retail shopping survey 
in 1973, conducted by M.R. Johnston and Associates, recommended to the Minister 
for Labour and Consumer Affairs that he set up a commission of inquiry into shopping 
hours.42 

Retailers like Boans were concerned at the impact on their wages bill and argued that 
extended trading hours would spread an existing volume of shopping; it would not 
increase its volume. At the 1974 AGM, 24 July 1974, chairman Benness wondered aloud 
if the pressure for the extension of shopping hours reflected a real need or a desire to keep 
up with the Eastern States. He noted (but did not name) that two Australian cities with 
larger populations than Perth had not extended their trading hours.43 By April 1978, 
however, Boans directors accepted that late-night shopping was inevitable as the necessary 
legislation was then before parliament.44 It took effect on 16 May 1978 and was to prove 

40 J.B. Morrison, Interview, 29 Jan. 2007. He gave me the ransom figure of $500,000.

41 Daily News, 5 July 1979. Carlsen was charged with three offences: causing an explosion likely to endanger 
life; eleven charges of bodily harm; one charge of demanding money with menace. He pleaded guilty 
and was sentenced to life imprisonment.

42 M.R. Johnston & Associates, ‘Perth Metropolitan Region Shopping Survey 1973’, p. 79.

43 Chairman’s Address, 56th AGM, 24 July 1974.

44  The Minister for Labour and Industry, the Hon. Bill Grayden, moved the Second Reading of the Factories 
and Shops Act Amendment Bill in the Legislative Assembly on 20 April 1978. The main amendment, 
he said, ‘is to provide for a late shopping night on Thursday of each week between 6.00 p.m. and 
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a costly exercise for Boans in staff wages.45

At the 61st AGM, 18 July 1979, the new chairman, J.B. Morrison, told the meeting that 
the overall sales growth for the previous year was not as great as expected because of late-
night shopping. There was simply a change in sales pattern, he said, and direct costs to 
the company as a consequence of extended shopping hours were $230,000 per annum.46

Like other companies, Boans was concerned by the unknown consequences of a raft of 
legislation introduced by the Whitlam Labor Government in 1973—in particular by the 
Prices Justification Act 1973 that established the Prices Justification Tribunal to keep watch 
on the prices of goods and services supplied by companies, and by the Trade Practices 
Act 1974 that outlawed restrictive trade practices and ensured consumer protection, 
and product and manufacturing liability.47 The Boans board saw the need for consumer 
protection but was concerned by legislated price control, excessive wage rises and the 
equal pay for equal work campaign.48 

Chart 8.1 shows the Consumer Price Index, a measure of inflation, at 5 per cent in 1971, 
rising to nearly 17 per cent in 1975 and remaining above 8 per cent for the rest of the 

9.00 p.m.’ He cited a recent telephone survey taken by the Department of Labour and Industry of 521 
metropolitan consumers. It showed than more than 64 per cent wanted night shopping once a week. 
Retailers were to be given the option of opening or remaining closed. Employee organisations had 
opposed the prospect of late night shopping on three grounds: no injection of extra consuming spending 
would occur; overhead costs would cause prices to rise; staffing arrangements would cause difficulty. The 
Shop Assistants Union had also opposed the move. Minister Grayden said that major operating outlets 
in NSW and Victoria (which he did not specify) had not reported a significant price rise, and a detailed 
study had shown ‘that a rise of about 0.6 per cent, which is slightly in excess of half a cent in the dollar, 
had occurred.’ That was not to be the Boans’ experience. WAPD, vol. 219, 1978, 20 April 1978. The 
Minister’s Second Reading statement is between pp. 1002-1004 and the debate is then adjourned. The 
debate is resumed on 11 May 1978, and recorded between pp. 1820-1835.

45 Minutes, 57th AGM, 23 July 1975 and Directors’ Minutes, 20 April 1978.

46 Chairman’s Address, 61st AGM, 18 July 1979. Late-night trading costs had been discussed at the 
Directors’ Meeting, 26 June 1979. The point was made that proposed penalty rates (i.e. overtime wages) 
in a New Award were much higher in Australia than in the United States. Unions wanted a 5-start 
week, not an 11-start fortnight. Directors agreed that if a 5-start week was successful, Boans would have 
to employ more casual staff, thus adding to the wages bill. A 5-start week meant staff did not have to 
work on Saturday (hence the employment of casuals); an 11-start week meant staff worked one Saturday 
in two.

47  The Whitlam Labor Government’s legislative program was both ground- and record-breaking. In 1973, 
203 Bills were passed, 46 more than the previous record of 157 in 1968 under John Gorton’s Liberal 
Government.

48 Minutes, 56th AGM, 24 July 1974. On Equal Pay: The State Government of New South Wales passed 
an Act—7 Elizabeth II No. 42. Industrial Arbitration (Female Rates) Amendment Act, 1958—designed 
to give Equal Pay to women doing work equal to that of men. The Act and subsequent hearings in the 
Industrial Commission that began in January 1959 encouraged workers in other States to agitate for 
Equal Pay. The subject is discussed in ‘Equal Pay’, Current Affairs Bulletin, vol. 23, no. 10, 16 March 
1959. It was anticipated (p. 155) that between 1959 and 1963 in NSW Equal Pay would raise the cost of 
retailing by between 4 and 6 per cent. If retail costs represented a third of retail prices, then prices would 
rise by 2 per cent. This was considered to be negligible since the costs would be offset by improvements 
in efficiency. There would be an immediate benefit to the retail trade, however, as the women whose 
rates were raised would have an increased purchasing power. The Boans board would have disagreed 
with these perceptions.
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decade. In 1976 Boans supported the WA Premier Court’s call for a voluntary price and 
wage freeze. The company held its prices for a three-month period, as did many other 
retailers and suppliers who absorbed cost increases instead of passing them on, according 
to Minutes recording the  59th AGM. The exercise was voluntary but finally called off, 
shareholders were told, because of the alleged self-interest of a ‘minority of merchants’ 
who raised their prices during the period.49 Although the board was prepared to comply 
with the Premier’s request, it had been chairman Benness’ view in 1972 that: ‘The best 
and most effective form of price control is provided by unfettered competition such as 
exists in retailing in Western Australia.’ 50

Chart 8.1

Consumer Price Index – in per cent in the September Quarter each year

1971-1983

Source: Reserve Bank of Australia

7.0 Worker Participation:

A significant development in management practice during the 1970s was the introduction 
of worker participation. In 1976 Boans was the first Western Australian company to 
present a written report to staff on their company’s performance.51 For Benness, worker 
participation referred to ‘the very human desire of many workers to have some say in 

49 Minutes, 59th AGM, 20 July 1977.

50 Minutes, 54th AGM, 19 July 1972.

51  Chairman’s Address, 58th AGM, 21 July 1976. He said, ‘We know that a few other companies have 
done something similar this year but we believe we are the first Western Australian based company to 
have done so.’
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the decisions that will affect them in the doing of their job.’ 52 He also believed that ‘any 
organisation that ignored the views of experienced people who are actively on the job is 
wasting a valuable resource’. These comments in the Boans 1978 report to its employees 
were part of his last message to staff before retiring.

Most of his comments reflected and formalised practices already a part of the Boans 
culture: soliciting and acting on ideas from staff, whether they were on the shop floor or 
behind the wheel of a delivery truck; involving senior staff such as buyers and controllers 
in key decisions that affected their area. His comments were also an introduction to the 
statement that there was a ‘downturn in the profit after a very difficult year’s trading’, 
referring to the 1975 trading year, and that ‘it is necessary to pull up our socks and make 
sure that this downward trend is reversed’. It was the firm’s intent, he said, to update and 
improve all stores but there were two main constraints: one was financial, the other the 
human resources to do the job. The report also gave management the visual opportunity 
to show staff how inflation and taxation affected their company’s profitability, as shown 
in Chart 8.2, giving a more down-to-earth picture of the company’s performance when 
compared with its standard Annual Report to shareholders and the Stock Exchange of 
Perth. There was also a bar graph showing staff the breakup of every 1978 Sales dollar: 
22.8 cents was paid out as salaries, superannuation, insurance and payroll tax; 0.7 cents 
was paid to the Taxation Department; 0.8 cents was paid to shareholders as dividends 

52  Boans 1978 Report To Employees.

Chart 8.2

Boans Ltd: How Inflation Affected Profitability

1974-1978

Source: Boans 1978 Report To Employees.
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and 1.0 cents was retained for financing the business. The balance (74.7 cents) purchased 
goods and services.

8.0 Attracting and Training Management Talent:

Despite unemployment as high as 4.3 per cent of the workforce in 1977, it was difficult to 
attract talented and qualified people into retailing management in the second half of the 
1970s to meet the company’s expansion and replacement needs. There were large numbers 
of applicants for executive positions but many failed to appreciate the requirements of 
the job and would not stay long enough to benefit themselves and their employer from 
the training and experience Boans was prepared to give them. Boans was left with no 
choice but to make a ‘quite heavy commitment to the development of future managers 
from within our own resources’ through a graduate training scheme. The quality of 
junior applicants on the other hand rose appreciably and Boans attributed this to the 
effectiveness of school counselling and the attention given to the issue in the media.53 But 
this was future management material that would have to be recruited from a competitive 
marketplace.

In association with management training consultants Steiner Wilson and Associates, 
Boans training department produced a series of eight 15-minute sales training programs 
with the theme that ‘selling is another word for helping’. Many of the scenes were shot 
in-store and involved staff as well as professional actors, according to Boans in-house 
newspaper, The Bulletin, in September 1982. 54 Key store personnel were given training 
sessions at the Cannington Distribution Centre (CDC) to obtain a better understanding 
of the standards required in inventory management. All levels of store management 
were trained in the operation of basic stock forms for the Warehouse Inventory System, 
according to a report to the directors’ executive committee in March 1982, and the same 
committee was advised that one country and two metro store managers were to be sent to 
training courses in the Eastern States in September 1982.55 

9.0 Changes to the Board:

For some time prior to his retirement in 1978 Benness had felt that the Board was too 
top-heavy with executives.56 The resignation of executive director Rupert Boan in March 
1975 after twenty-one years service, created a vacancy.57 Robert (Bob) Ainslie QC, who 
had represented preference shareholders since 1947, was soon to retire but John Adams, 
another lawyer, was appointed a non-executive director to fill that position.58 Benness 

53  Minutes, 61st AGM, 18 July 1979.

54  Boans in-house newspaper, The Bulletin, Vol. 2, No. 1, Sept. 1982.

55  ‘Key store personnel were given training sessions …’ Report to Executive Committee, 19 March 1982. 
Staff training in the Eastern States, Minutes, Executive Committee, 22 March 1982.

56  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8B, p. 103.

57  Rupert Boan had progressively sold down his considerable shareholding to a point below the minimum 
he was required to hold as a director. His resignation became effective on the day he sold his last 500 
shares, 13 March 1975.  He intended to settle in South Africa. Directors’ Minutes, 29 May 1975.

58  John Adams was elected a non-executive director at the 59th AGM, 20 July 1977. The appointment of 
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believed that the board should be enlarged and that it should include more non-executive 
directors; Morrison agreed with him.59 Both men were also aware of Susan Vincent’s 
concerns that her substantial interest in the company was not represented at board level 
as were those of her sister, Jane, who was married to Morrison.60 The idea of an expanded 
board and her appointment to it was on the agenda at a directors’ meeting in November 
1977 but after considerable discussion a resolution was deferred.61 Bingemann, now 
divorced from Susan, let it be known that if his ex-wife was appointed to the board 
he would resign.62 In March 1978 three non-executive directors were elected: Bernard 
Wright, Brigadier William (Bill) Jamieson and Susan Vincent.63 Bingemann reconsidered 
his position and did not resign but Wright and Jamieson were soon to discover the tensions 
that existed at board and senior management levels.64

Wright brought significant commercial experience to the board, having been employed 
by James W. Paterson, a stockbroking firm which had combined accounting and share 
broking since 1922. This combination enabled Paterson’s to position itself as Perth’s 
corporate finance specialist.65 To maintain the level of expertise required, Colin, son of the 
founder and now the sole proprietor, employed only people with tertiary or accounting 
qualifications, a revolutionary idea in the 1960s when the Stock Exchange was dominated 
by family partnerships. His staff included Wright, a qualified accountant who was elected 
chairman of the Perth Stock Exchange (1970-1973) in the chaotic fallout from Poseidon 
and the aftermath of the nickel boom.

According to Graeme Anderson, the author of the official history of the Exchange, 
Wright’s ‘energy, orderly mind and his principles were instrumental in taking the Stock 
Exchange from a club-like approach in the past to a highly professional organisation’.66  
His integrity, independence of thought and keen analysis of company performance were 
valuable to the Boans board at this time although he had had an earlier acquaintance with 

a Preference Shareholder representative was unique to Boans but the Stock Exchange of Perth rules did 
not require it. Minutes, 64th AGM, 21 July 1982.

59  J.B. Morrison, Interview, 29 Jan. 2007.

60  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, p. 98 and J.B. Morrison, Personal communication. 
Susan Clements said: ‘I had to convince Bob Ainslie – which wasn’t easy – that I should be on the Board. 
He wasn’t enthusiastic. There were not a lot of women in that situation at that time.’ Interview, 19 Oct. 
2007.

61  Minutes, Board of Directors, 16 Nov. 1977. Mrs Vincent had no other qualification for board 
membership other than that she was a major shareholder.

62  Correspondence, G. Bingemann to J.B. Morrison, 19 Oct. 1976; reply J.B. Morrison to G. Bingemann, 
12 Nov. 1976. Copies in my possession.

63  Minutes, Directors Meeting, 14 March 1978, and endorsed by shareholders at the 60th AGM, 16 July 
1978. That was also Edwin Benness’ last AGM in his role as chairman of the board.

64  Personal communications, Bernard Wright and Brig. William Jamieson.

65  The accounting profession insisted in the 1950s that these functions be separate activities. The skill and 
the experience remained within the firm, however. For background on the firm James W. Paterson see 
Graeme Adamson, Miners and Millionaires: the first one hundred years of the people, markets and companies 
of the Stock Exchange in Perth 1889-1989, Perth, WA: Australian Stock Exchange (Perth) Ltd, 1989.

66  Adamson, Miners and Millionaires, p. 271.
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the company as a financier.

Jamieson had retired from the position of Army Commander of Western Australia in 
February 1978, and chairman Benness invited him to join the board soon afterwards. He 
was told that the board was expanding and wanted to include people ‘who could bring 
experience from other walks of life’.67 Jamieson had no commercial experience although 
he was then doing a company directors’ course part-time.68 During his six years in the 
State he had travelled widely and had mixed with people at all levels of government and 
business. He believed he added breadth and an external perspective to the board. He soon 
realised that while the company was well-regarded it was old-fashioned in outlook and 
conservative in management. He said in interview:

I felt it wasn’t really keeping up with the times. I always regarded the board 
as being like a gentleman’s club that decided they should have one female 
member on the board. From time to time I tried to propose changes in the 
policy but usually I was met with the polite answer, “we’ve tried that before,” 
but it didn’t deter me from continuing to try.69

10.0 Corporate Citizenship:

The collective attitudes of board members, the economic constraints faced by the company 
and its concentration on the core business of retailing, resulted in more conservative 
and less generous contribution than when Messrs Harry and Frank Boan were the 
chief executives. Appendix 8.1 lists donations or sponsorships approved by the board 
of directors, to charities and charitable causes, between May 1977 and December 1982. 
Table 8.4 summarises the distributions of those contributions.

At the Directors Meeting of 27 August 1982, Geoffrey Bingemann proposed a donations 
policy and this was agreed to. I could find no evidence of an earlier policy but this time the 
board agreed that a budget should be ‘split’ into various categories – ‘charity, education, 
political etc.’ 70 I have used these categories in Table 8.4 and added ‘sporting’ and ‘cultural’, 
and ‘miscellaneous’ for an item I could not identify.

67  Brig. W.D. Jamieson, Interview, 8 Aug. 2006.

68  When I interviewed Brig. Jamieson I neglected to ask him where he was doing his course, but it is 
very likely that it was a course offered by the Australian Institute of Directors.

69  Brig. W.D. Jamieson, Interview, 8 Aug. 2006.

70  Directors’ Minutes, 27 Aug. 1982.
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Table 8.4

Boans Ltd Distribution of Contributions

May 1977 – December 1982

Category: Charity Political Education Cultural Sporting Misc.

No. of donations
(of 49) 23 12 6 5 2 1

$ amount
of total -
$56,243

33,043 12,550 3,500 4,150 2,000 1,000

Per cent
of total - $56,243 59% 22% 6% 7% 4% 2%

Source: Directors’ Minutes, May 1977 – December 1982.

Of the charities, the Queen’s Silver Jubilee Appeal for Young Australians (1977) received 
$7,500, the Sir Robert Menzies Memorial Trust Appeal (1979) $3,000, the King Edward 
Memorial Hospital Research Fund (1979) $5,000—Frank had been chairman of the 
hospital’s board and its finance committee from 1957 to 1967.71 Each of these pledges was 
spread over three financial years and accounted for nearly half of the contribution to charity. 
Torchbearers for Legacy (WA) Inc., a charity with which Frank was closely associated, 
received an annual donation of $1,000.72 There were only two sporting donations in the 
period examined—one to the Surf Life Saving State Centre ($1000) and a contribution 
to the new hockey stadium in Bentley ($1000). This is perhaps surprising given the 
company’s earlier support for sport, cricket and horseracing in particular. In March 1981 
the Western Australian Museum received $2,500 to assist in the purchase of ten fashion 
costumes from the 19th century through Christie’s auction house. These costumes are 
known as the Boans Collection and it was a condition of the gift that the garments were 
to be displayed by rotation so that at least five garments were ‘displayed at all times’.73 This 
was one of only five contributions to cultural endeavours. The WA Ballet Company and 
the WA Opera Company each received $200 for a corporate membership in May 1982. 
In July 1980, the board contributed $250 towards the restoration of the The Deanery, one 
of WA’s historic buildings.74 Clearly supporting cultural events or organisations was not a 

71  A summary of Frank Boan’s board membership is contained in the King Edward Memorial Hospital 
Annual Report 1969.

72  Appendix 8.1 only records Torchbearers for Legacy donations in November 1979, 1981 and 1982. Some 
of the Minutes were incomplete and missing are those for November 1980. It is probable that a donation 
for 1980 was agreed to at that meeting.

73  Directors’ Minutes, 27 March 1981. The fragile nature of the costumes and their historical importance 
meant that after their initial exhibition, they could not be put permanently on display. Leigh O’Brien, 
WA Museum, Personal communication, 4 Aug. 2008.

74  The Deanery of St George’s Cathedral is one of the few remaining houses built in Perth in the 19th 
century, according to J. Gregory and J. Gothard, Historical Encyclopedia of Western Australia. The model 
is most probably from a pattern book, and a ‘typical Regency design for a rustic, picturesque cottage’, 
according to Ian Molyneux in his Looking Around Perth: a guide to the architecture of Perth and surrounding 
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priority for the board. The Festival of Perth, Western Australia’s premier cultural festival, 
made five approaches to the board and received financial support only once — $1000 in 
June 1977 — and a referral to the company’s promotions and advertising department 
in August 1980. Of the $3,500 contributed to education activities, $2,000 was donated 
to the Perth Chamber of Commerce, of which the company was a member, for its Free 
Enterprise Education program.

It was the political arena on which the company’s endeavours were most tightly focussed, 
absorbing 22 per cent ($12,550) of the contribution value. Many members of the board 
were close or sympathetic to the Liberal Party of WA. The National Country Party received 
$350 in November 1977; the Liberal Party of WA benefited from the remaining $12, 200. 
Many of these donations appear to have been unsolicited. Neither the Australian Labor 
Party nor any of the trade unions received a sympathetic hearing when they approached 
the company. Given the economic, financial and legislative difficulties private enterprises 
like Boans Ltd faced during the years of the Whitlam Government this is understandable. 

There were other avenues of sponsorship that Boans used — through its advertising and 
promotions department, for example — but gone were the days of high profile corporate 
philanthropy.

11.0 Redevelopment of Forrest Place:

Nineteen seventy-nine was the year of Western Australia’s Sesquicentenary and the 
City of Perth and the Court Government undertook the redevelopment of Forrest 
Place as a contribution to the celebrations.75 A Central Area Technical Advisory 
Committee (CATAC) coordinated the project. The Boans directors recognised, as did 
other stakeholders, that a modern department store would be a major component of the 
project and Boans saw itself as the obvious choice. Department stores were now getting 
bigger. Whereas the optimal size of supermarkets had grown from 2,000 square feet to 
2,500 square feet (from 186 sq. m. to 232 sq. m.), the optimal size for a department store 
was now 100,000 square feet (9,290 sq. m.) on two floors. According to J.B. Morrison, 
any store under that size could not carry the range of merchandise necessary to make it 
profitable. 76 Boans had a number of stores that were too small including the City store.

The City store suffered from an inefficient use of space for its size and land value. One set 
of problems was associated with goods handling, transport facilities and traffic conges-
tion. Although the store was air-conditioned and escalators facilitated the movement of 
people between floors, it was a conglomerate of several buildings of different ages with 
differing floor levels and ceiling heights and with a significant engineering challenge as-
sociated with the oldest section—the Wellington Street frontage and façade. Any plan to 

towns, Perth, WA: Royal Australian Institute of Architects (WA Chapter), 1981. There is a photo on 
p. 8, no. 35. 

75  Directors’ Minutes, 20 April 1978, ‘Government to complete by June ’79 for Sesquicentenary’.

76  J.B. Morrison, Written communication, April 2005. The next paragraph draws on material from 
Morrison’s communication.
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redevelop Forrest Place had to consider these issues.77 For Morrison the obvious decision 
was to re-develop all or part of the city site but the dilemma was how to keep trading suc-
cessfully during the extended construction phase.

A revaluation of its properties in June 1979 gave a market value of $9.8 million for its 
CBD land-holdings—the City store, the Elsegood building and the Blues building.78 If 
a redevelopment proceeded it would be necessary to sell the Wellington Street end of the 
City store as well as the Elsegood and Blues properties to finance the redevelopment; 
it would also require a major refurbishment of the Murray Street end of Boans Ltd. 
The architectural firm of Cameron Chisholm & Nicol advised that the cost of that 
redevelopment would amount to $4.6 million.79

There were some commercial advantages to a redevelopment of Forrest Place with a 
modern retail store at its centre: operating efficiencies would reduce the number of staff 
required; there would also be a reduction in energy, repair and maintenance costs. It was 
also envisaged that a growth in the office population would translate into new customers, 
and the ready access to expanded parking facilities adjacent to Boans would attract a new 
generation of shoppers into the city.80

77  A detailed and documented account of what transpired within the Perth City Council and the Town 
Planning Committee between 1982 and 1985 can be found in J. Gregory, City of Light, Chs 5-7; WA 
Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), 32nd Parliament, 2nd Session, 31 March to 22 Dec. 1987, vol. 266, 
pp. 3879-3888, 3909; Ian Alexander, ‘City centre planning: for public or private interest?’ in David 
Hedgcock and Oren Yiftachel, Urban and Regional Planning in Western Australia: historical and critical 
perspectives, Perth, WA: Curtin University of Technology, 1992. Details of the Forrest Place Agreement 
and the gradually weakening of the obligation to retain the Wellington and Murray Street facades in 
consideration of a bonus plot ratio of 6:1 are found in Perth City Council, Council Minutes, 20 June 
1983-21 July 1986, especially File 111/5201, 20 Aug. 1984-19 Nov. 1984; File 112/5201, 19 Nov. 
1984-25 Feb. 1985, and especially File 115/6107, 15 July 1985-18 Sept 1985, in Public Records Office, 
Library and Information Service of WA. A plot ratio of 6:1 means a building can be constructed with a 
floor area six times the size of the block of land on which it is to be built.

78  Board Minutes, 26 June 1979. Property revaluations were done in 1974 and 1977 (value: $7.5M) and it 
was planned to revalue every three years. Minutes, 61st AGM, 18 July 1979.

79  At the 1977 AGM, chairman Benness told shareholders that detailed studies indicated that the cost of 
a major reconstruction of the old Perth store would not be warranted by the extra turnover that would 
be generated. The strategy around the world, he said, was to update rather than rebuild. Minutes, 59th 
AGM, 20 July 1977.

80  These factors were discussed at Directors’ Meetings over a period of time beginning with G. Bingemann’s 
confidential Interim Report on Forrest Place Development, 27 Feb. 1980, a letter from Justin Seward 
Real Estate, 20 May 1980, ‘Boans City Store – Redevelopment Study’, a copy of a letter from property 
developer Scotford Cameron & Middleton Pty Ltd to architectural firm Cameron Chisholm & Nicol, 
19 May 1980, ‘Boans Murray-st Store Refurbishing’. The redevelopment of Forrest Place was also 
discussed at a Directors’ Meeting, 25 June 1980 at which J.B. Morrison reported on a meeting with 
Mr O. Edwards, Town Clerk to the City of Perth, at which a model of the redevelopment made no 
provision for parking and servicing facilities beneath Forrest Place, and showed pedestrian walkways on 
private property. Also tabled were Edwin Benness’ ‘Thoughts on city properties study’ which suggested 
disposing of the Wellington Street properties, which also included Elsegood, Blues and Crossdale 
land—a prospect of great concern, though not recorded, to non-executive director Susan Vincent. 
The Minutes note that non-executive director Bernard Wright was not opposed to ‘selling off surplus 
real estate’ but was more concerned by the low return on shareholders’ funds: ‘… if the company is to 
progress, it must improve this financial ratio.’
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Chart 8.3

Boans Ltd Consolidated Profit before Taxation – $M

1973-1982

Source: Annual Reports, 1973-1982

Chart 8.4

Boans Ltd Trading Profit after Taxation – $M

1970-1983

Source: Annual Reports 1970-1983
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Chart 8.5

Boans Ltd Return on Investment – %

1970-1981

* Property revaluation 1974, 1977, 1980

Source: Annual Reports, 1970-1981
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Table 8.5

Boans Ltd Earnings per Share and Dividends per Ordinary Share (in cents)

1969-1981

Year EPS Dividend Year EPS Dividend

1969 49 13 1976 130 18

1970 33 13 * 1977 140 18

1971 35 13 ** 1978 47 18

1972 49 14 1979 40 18

1973 44 14 1980 30 18

1974 51 14 1981 55 20

1975 70 16

*  Before 1 for 1 Bonus issue. **  After   1 for 1 Bonus issue.

Source: Annual Reports, 1972-1981
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The Perth City Council released a proposal and an accompanying model in June 1980 
to a limited number of participants.81 Having studied it and been concerned at what he 
believed were some serious deficiencies, managing director Morrison met separately with 
the Lord Mayor, Sir Fred Chaney, then with Premier Court, and then with his Planning 
Minister, June Craig, to ensure that the Boans position was clearly understood.82 The 
proposal contained no parking or service facilities below Forrest Place; Boans regarded 
these as essential. The model showed that the pedestrian walkways were on private 
property — Padbury Buildings — and this had financial implications if acquisition or 
compensation was required. Importantly the financial viability depended on being able to 
attract people to the precinct and without a bus station adjoining the railway station this 
would be difficult. Whether the long-term trend away from shopping in the CBD could 
be reversed was an issue for the directors and so public transport and adequate parking 
were matters of major concern.

Neither Wright nor Benness — who remained on the board after his retirement — were 
opposed to selling off the surplus real estate.83 The City store’s declining turnover between 
1978 and 1980 was ‘surprising if not alarming’ and Benness recognised something needed 
to be done to arrest it.84 Chart 8.4 shows the trading profit after tax for the 14-year period 
from 1970 to 1983, while Chart 8.3 shows the consolidated profit before tax for the 10-
year period 1973 to 1982.The relationship between sales volume and selling space was 
also a key issue for Benness and he realised that an increased turnover in a reduced selling 
space was essential to long-term profitability. Of greater concern to Wright, however, was 
the decline in earnings per share (Table 8.5) and the decline in the return on investment 
(Chart 8.5). If the company was to progress it was obvious to him that it must also 
improve these financial ratios. 

The role of Boans in the Forrest Place redevelopment was still not resolved by September 
1982 when the Australian Heritage Commission added the Wellington Street property 
to its register.85 Boans lodged a successful objection on the grounds that the facade and 
building was an older style of construction that would be difficult to maintain for the 
purpose for which it had been originally designed, and that it was now necessary to 
demolish it to join the Forrest Place scheme.86 The board had until June 1984 to make 

81  Directors’ Minutes, 25 June 1980.

82  Directors’ Minutes, 23 June 1980.

83  Directors’ Minutes, 25 June 1980.

84  Other retailers were weathering the storm better. Grace Bros had a net profit to turnover of 4.8 per cent; 
Myer, 4.0 per cent; John Martins, 3.6 per cent in 1979. Boans had a ratio of 2.5 per cent, down from 5 
per cent in 1976 and 1977. Source: Operations Report, Directors’ Minutes, 23 Jan. 1980.

85  Directors’ Minutes, 24 Sept. 1982. The Australian Heritage Commission Act 1975, assented to on 19 
June 1975, was a Whitlam Government initiative. It ceased operation on 1 Jan. 2004, repealed by the 
Australian Heritage Council (Consequential and Transitional Powers) Act 2003. See: www.comlaw.gov.au .

86  According to Directors’ Minutes, 24 Sept. 1982, the Australian Heritage Commission hearing was 
conducted in Perth by the director of the Commission, Mr M. Bourke, on 22 Sept. 1982. The basis 
of the Boans’ objection was ‘the future difficulty in maintaining the Wellington-street building for the 
purpose for which it is used’, given its older style of construction, and the necessity to demolish it to join 
the Forrest Place scheme.
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a final decision.87 It had commissioned a feasibility study based on project funding of 8 
percent but with interest rates now 15 percent it decided to shelve the redevelopment for 
the time being.

12.0 The Dilemma for Susan Vincent:

During the Forrest Place redevelopment discussions, board member and major shareholder 
Susan Vincent had become increasingly worried by what she perceived to be the declining 
value of her family investment; the long term prospects for what she saw as an under-
performing business, and the thought of land being sold that her grandfather, Harry, and 
her father, Frank, had acquired over a long period of time.88 Chart 8.6 shows the decline 
in end-of-year share price, from $5.60 in 1976 to $3.50 in 1980; Chart 8.5 shows a return 
on investment decline from 11.9 per cent in 1976 to 3.6 per cent in 1980. This represents 
on paper a considerable diminution in the value of her investment in the company.89

Table 8.6

Comparison of financial statistics (per cent) for

Boans, Myer, David Jones, Grace Bros, John Martin, Coles & Woolworths 1980

Item Year ended
7/80

Boans
2/80

Myer David 
Jones

Grace 
Bros

John 
Martin Coles Woolworths

1/80

1.
Ordinary earnings on 

shareholder funds
3.01 6.94 2.08 9.38 3.55 16.55 11.25

2.
Earnings before interest 

and tax/sales
2.89 5.88 3.37 5.65 2.87 3.94 3.00

3. EBIT/Total Assets 5.91 9.78 6.10 9.81 6.38 14.77 10.84

4.
Trading profit/
trading assets

8.18 12.31 8.66 6.35 8.54 18.52 12.93

5.
Sales growth over last 

5-years
44% 31% 36% 82% 55% 134% 195%

6. Current ratio 1.94 1.67 1.83 1.64 1.67 1.14 1.28

7. Stock turn 48 54 59 55 64 38 37

Source: Correspondence, J. B. Morrison to S. Vincent, 3rd March 1983.90

87  Directors’ Minutes, 24 Sept. 1982. E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 7A, p. 84.

88  Susan Clements, Personal communication. Correspondence, J.B. Morrison to S. Vincent, 3 March 
1983; S. Vincent to J.B. Morrison, 23 March 1983. Copies in my possession.

89  Mrs Vincent was the beneficiary from one third of the 1,260,000 shares held by Winnilya Pty Ltd—i.e. 
420,000 shares. At the 1976 end-of-year share price Close ($5.60) the value was $2,352,000 and at the 
1980 Close ($3.50) the value was $1,470,000, as shown in Chart 8.6. This represents a paper loss of 
$882,000—or a decline of 37.5 per cent. Her dividend income, at 18 cents per share (Table 8.5) would 
have been $75,600 per annum. Her shareholding was a nest egg for both herself and her four children. 
Return on investment — also known as return on equity — compares profits attributable to equity 
shareholders with the assets owned by the shareholders. According to Peter Temple, a Fellow of the 
United Kingdom Securities Institute, it is a vital calculation for ‘appraising companies correctly.’ The 
return can either be distributed in dividends or retained within the company. P. Temple, Magic Numbers: 
the 33 magic ratios that every investor should know, Singapore: John Wiley & Sons (Asia) Pte Ltd, 1988, 
pp. 120-125.

90  J.B. Morrison’s comments on the first four items: (1) Earnings on shareholder funds was a ‘dismal 
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Nevertheless, Mrs Vincent shared none of these anxieties or concerns with either her 
fellow directors or with members of her family, with the exception of her brother-in-law 
and chairman of the board, J.B. Morrison, in a letter she wrote to him dated 16 February 
1983.91 What she was looking for, she wrote, was ‘reassurance not based simply on an 
opinion but backed by sound & realistic assumptions’ that would convince her that her 
investment was in the ‘right place for the long term.’ She wanted to be convinced that 
a return on her investment in Boans was competitive with other types of investment, 
and that Boans would ‘continue to occupy a prominent and profitable position in that 
industry.’ She was aware that national companies such as Grace Bros and Myer were 
looking for annual turnovers of $1 billion, with resulting economies of scale, in order to 
survive. Recent takeovers (her examples were David Jones, Georges, Buckley & Nunn, 
Waltons-Bond) she saw as reinforcing the trend towards fewer and bigger groups. She 
was also conscious of old family companies (such as Anthony Horderns, Foy & Gibson, 
Farmers, Sandovers, McLean Bros) that had disappeared, she said, ‘because they didn’t 
adapt quickly enough to changing circumstances.’ Finally, she recognised an obligation 
to those who created the company and to the present employees but that ‘we will get no 
thanks if we allow it to dissipate in the same way as did some other old family names in 
the industry.’ 

Morrison replied to her letter on 3 March setting out comparative figures, reproduced 
in Table 8.6. He told her that he ‘cannot see much relief from the problems over the 
next few years but I would see, through survival alone our market share increasing and 
I would expect a growth in consumer demand.’ 92 He thought that she ‘may well reach 
the opinion’ from a study of the company’s performance on earnings and shareholder 
funds that investment in the retail industry had a poor future and that Boans being a 
poor performer has ‘a doubtful value.’ Nevertheless, he believed that there were ‘many 
positive aspects’ which made ‘Boans a good investment for the future.’ Mrs Vincent was 
not convinced by Morrison’s reply and what she regarded as an unrealistic strategy for the 
future. She concluded that he had ‘confirmed some of my concerns for the future.’ 93

It came as a shock, then, when she announced in early 1983 that she wanted to sell her 

showing’ for Boans. We ‘must analyse the productive use of our funds.’ (2) The poor comparison (2.89) 
is offset by a shareholders’ discount. It was assumed that Myer and Grace Bros had substantial other 
income from their non-retail interests. (3)The poor showing required an analysis of the productive use 
of funds. (4) Reveals the return on the trading operations.

91  Following a discussion on 12 Feb. 1983, Mrs Vincent hand-wrote a letter to J.B. Morrison dated 16 
Feb. 1983. Having acknowledged her brother-in-law’s ‘strong opinion’ that the retail industry was ‘a 
sound one in which to have such a large investment’, and that he was confident in the future for Boans, 
she had then said that she had a number of reservations that ‘may or may not be justified.’  Copies of 
correspondence in my possession.

92  Correspondence, J.B. Morrison to Susan Vincent, 3 March 1983. Copies in my possession.

93  Correspondence, S. Vincent to J.B. Morrison, 23 March 1983. Copies in my possession. The final 
paragraph of her letter read: ‘Do you agree we should now have a family meeting and review, in a 
totally objective and business-like manner, our thoughts on our investment?’ Mrs Vincent had already 
expressed the view in the same letter  that: ‘Quite apart from our responsibilities as directors, we have 
just as strong a responsibility to ourselves and our families to be sure that our very large investment is 
soundly based for the future.’
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Chart 8.7

Boans Ltd (Excluding subsidiaries)

Return on Total Share Capital & Reserves – per cent 1970-1983
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shareholding. Such action would make Boans a takeover target. Mrs Vincent’s (and her 
mother’s) decision to sell would breach the previously impregnable wall protecting Boans 
Ltd from predators.94 For J.B. Morrison it was a dilemma: managing tensions during the 
ensuing discussions on selling the family’s major shareholding and enabling the board to 
make a commitment one way or the other to the Forrest Place project. 

A resolution was soon to be out of its hands. In December 1983 the first of two takeover 
offers was made for the company; the second in January 1984. By March 1984, the West-
ern Australian company that had prospered with the State, that had backed quality mer-
chandise with attentive service for almost ninety years, that had successfully kept Eastern 
States predators at bay, was sold to the Melbourne-based Myer Properties Limited.

13.0 Conclusion:

Following the euphoric and commercial success of the 75th Anniversary Boans weathered a 
decade of turbulence the like of which it had not experienced since the Great Depression. 
The company’s leadership team was faced with exogenous factors associated with the cost 
of doing business: rising interest rates driven by inflation, corporate income tax, wage 
and salary increases, add-on costs of payroll tax and workers compensation, and new 
trade practices legislation; the rapid growth of retailing outlets and the attendant costs of 
rent, rates, water and land taxes. There were also some endogenous factors of department 
store size, ageing plant and facilities, and the difficulty of attracting good middle level 
executives into the world of retailing.

The difficulties of trading and profitability were apparent in the decline in the return on 
investment, a steady falling share price and a decline in trading profit. Nevertheless, the 
company remained competitive despite the difficult trading conditions. J.B. Morrison 
believed that this was a part of the business cycle, as he sought to explain to his sister-in-
law and fellow board member, Susan Vincent.

It was the appointment of Mrs Vincent to the board in March 1978 that was to have 
the most significant impact on the company’s future. As a major shareholder she was 
increasingly concerned by the declining value of her investment and the prospect that a 
redevelopment of the city store would necessitate the sale of company assets, real estate in 
particular. Although that redevelopment did not proceed under Boans management, the 
seeds were sown for a corporate takeover.

The company’s program of strategic growth involved continuing with its suburban and 
regional expansion, and with its membership of national and international buying groups. 
This membership not only delivered a variety of merchandise at competitive prices but 
also provided streams of information necessary for informed decision-making that assisted 
Boans in maintaining a competitive advantage.

94  Jane Morrison is of the view that her mother was pressured into selling by sister Susan. Mrs Canny 
was now living mostly in Sydney. She was no longer young and quite possibly had little interest in 
the company other than as a source of income through dividend payments. Jane Morrison, Personal 
communication.
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The time and resource consuming Kwinana Hub Shopping Centre lease dispute and the 
failure of the Geraldton acquisition were two issues making demands on leadership and 
impacting on strategic growth.

Innovations that benefited the company were on several levels, from the less obvious 
to the more physically noticeable. The recruitment of J.B. Morrison as finance director, 
and future general manager, had introduced new accounting practices and made better 
decision-making use of financial information. Staff training through a variety of programs 
enhanced sales and the company initiated regular reports to staff. There were also capital 
works improvements through the installation of escalators and store refurbishment in the 
City store but what could not be denied was that the city property was an ageing asset that 
had served its time. Modernisation was an imperative.

Under Harry and Frank Boan corporate citizenship had an ecumenical and more generous 
distribution than was apparent in the post-1967 regime. Corporate giving was reduced 
with more than 20 per cent of the contributions budget going to the WA Liberal Party. 
Major commitments that were in keeping with Frank’s values — Queen’s Silver Jubilee 
Appeal, Sir Robert Menzies Trust and the King Edward Memorial Research Fund, 
Torchbearers for Legacy — were supported. 

The takeover of Boans Ltd by Myer Properties Ltd is the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER NINE

TAKEOVER TARGET

(1983-1985)

1.0 Setting:

The sale of Boans Ltd to the Myer Group in March 1984 for more than $37 million 
closed one of the great chapters in Australian commercial history.1 Against a background 
of economic uncertainty and retail rationalisation, the takeover contrasted the narrow 
parochialism of the Western Australian company, Parry Corporation Ltd, with the might 
and power of a national enterprise, and revealed family tensions that triggered aftershocks 
still felt today. 

Myer’s (Australia) Ltd incorporated in May 1925 as The Myer Emporium Ltd. It then 
acquired department stores in several states to consolidate its position as the leader in 
Australian retailing.2 Sidney Myer contemplated a move into Western Australia as early 
as 1928 and Boans Ltd was to be the point of entry but nothing came of it.3 It was a 
more serious matter in 1969. Myer intended expanding into WA, and a profitable retail 
icon such as Boans was a logical and strategic pathway. Boans management made it clear, 
however, that the department store was not for sale.4

In 1903 the Baird family opened a city store with a rural mail-order emphasis, after 
successfully conducting a business on the Eastern Goldfields. The family store incorporated 
in 1917 and Bairds Ltd established its headquarters in Murray Street, Perth, in 1919 
and subsequently a branch in Fremantle. Such was the high regard for its operation 
that the firm earned the accolade ‘the farmers’ friend’, and its mail-order catalogue the 
title ‘The Farmers’ Bible’. The Myer Emporium Ltd bought Bairds in 1969; this was 
its Western gateway.5 And so began a 15-year period of intense competition between a 

1   Using a Reserve Bank inflation calculator this amounts to just over $100 million in 2011 values.

2  According to Fleming and others, The Big End of Town, Table 3.1, Profile of Australian Corporate 
Leaders, pp. 47-50, in 1930 Myer was ranked 15 in the top 100 Australian Companies, 14 in 1952 and 
13 in 1964. Retail competitor David Jones was ranked 42, 40 and 29 at the same time points while 
retailer Farmers was ranked 48 (1930) and 98 (1952).

3    Sidney Myer, then living in the Unites States of America, wrote to his managing director, E. Lee Neil on 
12 June 1928: ‘I have other and larger ideas in mind, should I decide to return to Australia. ... What is in 
the back of my mind ... is that we shall form a big holding company, say call it the Australian National 
Stores, and open or buy out a department store in every big city in Australia—or for that matter even 
opening a chain of stores like on the lines of Woolworths here or Coles in Melbourne. If we have a chain 
of stores like David Jones in Sydney, or say Farmer’s or Boan Brothers in Perth, Marshall’s in Adelaide, 
T.C. Bierne in Brisbane. But of course, it is all in the future and it all depends if I make up my mind to 
go back to Australia for good.’ Source: Stella Barber, Sidney Myer: a life, a legacy, p. 138.

4   Darryl McGregor-Lowndes, a Myer executive at the time. Email communication, 24 March 2006.

5   Kathleen Baird, ‘Baird, Adam (1873-1954)’, ADB, vol. 7, pp. 148-149.
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Western Australian owned business that bought locally and encouraged local suppliers 
and manufacturers, and a Victorian-based company whose management and purchasing 
decisions were made predominantly in Melbourne.

In July 1957 the Boans directors considered a letter from the real estate firm Robinson 
Bros in the context of a valuation of the company’s city properties; six separate titles were 
involved. There was also mention of out-of-State interest in retailing acquisitions. It read 
in part, ‘Over the last few years there have been several enquiries from the Eastern States 
and Overseas companies interested in acquiring a large retail store in the City as a going 
concern.’ The board was more interested at that time in capital raising.6 

Image 9.1

The Bairds Company Mail Order Catalogue 10, August 1939.7  

6   Minutes, Directors’ Meeting, 25 Sept. 1957. Boans Ltd was pre-occupied with raising £330,000 in 7% 
registered unsecured notes. The offer was more than doubly over-subscribed, according to the West 
Australian, 12 Oct. 1957. The West Australian of 28 Sept. 1957 gives full details of the offer.

7   ‘Bairds was our main competitor in the mail order business.’ E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 
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Perhaps Frank Boan, having no sons to follow him, had seen over the horizon the 
possibilities of an acquisitive move for in 1956 he established a family company, Winnilya 
Pty Ltd, to hold enough shares to make Boans impregnable to an unwelcome takeover.8 
He was the governing director, with his wife Betty and two daughters, Susan and Jane, 
the shareholders. Winnilya owned 38.97 per cent of the ordinary, voting shares in Boans, 
and after Frank’s death, in December 1967, the shares could not be sold without the 
unanimous agreement of the three surviving women. This requirement became a major 
issue in 1983.

The purpose of this chapter is to detail for the first time the manner and method by which 
one of the most significant takeovers in Australian retailing history was accomplished; 
reveal the depth of feeling West Australians had for a locally owned business falling prey 
to an Eastern States company, and show the impact this event had on third generation 
family relationships.

2.0 First Takeover Attempt:

The first attempt to acquire Boans that the board had to take seriously occurred in early 
November 1976. The chairman, Edwin Benness, took a phone call from Kenneth Court, 
the finance director of Parrys Department Store Ltd. Court told him that Parrys ‘proposed 
to make a takeover bid’ although he could not give any details at that time.9 There was 
nothing unusual about such an approach; the majority of takeover bids are preceded by an 
initial, often informal, contact but usually chairman to chairman.10 Parrys was attempting 
to increase its range of products, and gaining control of Boans would have assisted that 
expansion. It would also increase Parrys’ credibility and advantage in the stock market 
should the company need to raise capital.11 

The Boans directors evaluated the offer—two Parrys preference shares in exchange for 
two Boans preference shares, or two Parrys ordinary shares plus $1.00 in exchange for each 
Boans ordinary share. The directors were mindful that the Boans balance sheet revealed 
an asset backing in excess of $10.00 for each ordinary share and that Parrys’ offer revealed 
an asset backing of slightly more than $1.00 per ordinary share. It was difficult to see how 
the Parry offer could be attractive to shareholders and a fortnight later the directors issued 
their formal response.12 Parry responded in March 1977 with an amended offer that the 
board considered ‘totally inadequate’ and contrary to the best interests of shareholders 
who were advised in a chairman’s letter to REJECT THE AMENDED OFFER BY 

2B, p. 26.

8   The company was registered in the Australian Capital Territory and 450,000 fully paid shares were 
transferred from Frank Boan’s name to Winnilya Pty Ltd. Minutes, Directors’ Meeting, 30 April 1956, 
14 and 29 May, 1956, VSL, CMA, Box 3159.

9    E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, p. 97.

10   Rodd Levy, Takeovers: Law and Strategy, Melbourne, Vic.: LawBook Co., 2nd Edn, 2002, p. 53. I am 
grateful to the author for his assistance with some of the technical matters associated with takeover 
legislation.

11  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, p. 97.

12  Minutes, Directors’ Meeting, 8 Nov. 1976, VSL, CMA, Box 3157.
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DESTROYING IT.13

In June 1977, Parrys withdrew its offer but retained its 4 per cent shareholding in Boans, 
and this was to be the springboard for its second attempt in 1983. Parrys also introduced 
a shareholders’ discount scheme, according to Benness, to offset the attraction a similar 
scheme had for Boans shareholders.14 At the 59th AGM, 20 July 1977, the Boans board 
rewarded its shareholders by issuing to them one ordinary share as a bonus for each 
ordinary share they held. Chairman Benness told the seventy-one shareholders present 
(and eleven invited students from Perth Technical College) that the Parrys exercise had 
been costly in complying with legislation, in printing and postage expenses, in getting 
expert advice, and in the time it involved management, he said.15 There was a positive side 
to it, however:

We received confirmation that we were navigating the ship on the most 
desirable course. I also feel that what some regarded as a threat had the desired 
effect of bringing the whole team together more closely, with the resultant 
improvement in morale.16

There was another strategic element to diluting the value of the ordinary shares. Boans 
shares were tightly held and although the share price was quite high — $3.70 — there 
was really no market for them.17 The directors felt that if they doubled the number of 
ordinary shares, but retained the same dividend rate, they would attract a greater spread of 
investors. Shareholder who held 100 shares, for example, now held 200 shares; they could 
sell 100 shares at a profit and still keep the discount benefit. These sold shares would then 
be available to new shareholders.

3.0 Corporations Law in 1984:

The legislation applicable to company takeovers in 1984 was a raft of Acts collectively 
referred to as the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) Code that was introduced into the 
Federal parliament in its original form on 2 April 1980. The law came into force on 1 July 
1981.18 The legislation dealt with the acquisition and disposal of shares in companies with 

13  The amended offer was to exchange one Boans ordinary share for two Parrys shares and $2.50 cash. 
Bold, upper case lettering in the original. Sources: Boans: Advice to Boans Shareholders, 18 March 
1977. Source: Geoff Moor; E.C. Benness, personal communication.

14  E. Benness, Personal communication.

15  Minutes, 59th AGM, 20 July 1977, VSL, CMA, Box 3157. There is no explanation as to why the 
students from the PTC were present. They may have been enrolled in business or commercial studies 
and an enterprising teacher may have thought it a rewarding learning experience to be present at the 
AGM of such a prominent company. And the refreshments were free. Business leader Dennis Cullity, a 
contemporary of Frank Boan’s, quotes Frank as saying that, ‘Shareholders are like sheep. They only raise 
their heads when they are not being fed.’ Personal communication, confirmed 29 Dec. 2011.

16  Minutes, 59th AGM, 20 July 1977.

17  The share prices for the period 28–30 June 1977 were $3.40 (Buyer) - $3.70 (Seller), $3.50 (B) - $3.70 
(S), $3.50 (B) - $3.70 (S). No shares changed hands. West Australian, 28, 29, 30 June 1977.

18  The first of five Bills introduced by the Minister for Business and Consumer Affairs in the Fraser 
Government, the Hon. R. V. Garland, was the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) Bill 1980 – see Hansard, 
HoR, Vol. 117, 2 April 1980, 1R, pp. 1633-1636 and Vol. 118, 16 April 1980, 2R, pp. 1796-1800. It is this 
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more than 15 shareholders.19 The key prohibition was that a company or an individual 
could not acquire a ‘relevant interest’ in more than 20 per cent of a company’s voting 
shares, unless it made formal takeover to all shareholders or was able to rely on some other 
limited purpose exception. For this purpose, a ‘relevant interest’ existed where the person 
could control the shares in question. A person could purchase, therefore, up to 19.9 per 
cent in the marketplace (an ‘on-market’ transaction), but could, in general, only acquire 
control over a larger percentage if it made a formal bid for all of the shares in the company. 
Twenty per cent was regarded as the tipping point at which a change could result in the 
effective control of a company, to the disadvantage of small shareholders.20  

Table 9.1 shows how tightly held were the Boans Ltd shares in December 1983, and 

piece of legislation and in particular the section dealing with the disclosure and levels of shareholdings 
that is the most relevant to the Boans Ltd takeover. Up until 1960 each State had different legislative 
requirements for company takeovers. An attempt to remove inconsistencies to the business community 
began with the Federal Government’s Companies Ordinance 1962 of the Australian Capital Territory, 
operational on 1 July 1962. This was supported by complementary legislation developed in each State 
jurisdiction, with the Companies Act 1961 of the State of Western Australia effective from 5 Oct. 1962. 
Although G. Sawer described it as a ‘remarkable achievement’ by seven governments, seven company 
registries and seven professions, it was ‘technically disappointing’ since the legislation did not include 
much reform. Source: G. Sawer, ‘Federal-State Cooperation in Law Reform: Lessons of the Australian 
Uniform Companies Act’, Melbourne University Law Review, 4, 1963,  pp. 239, 240, 241, cited in H.A.J. 
Ford, R. Austin and I.M. Ramsay, Ford’s Principles of Corporation Law, Sydney, NSW: Butterworth, 8th 
Edn, 1997, p. 46. The Whitlam Labor Government (1972-1975) proposed unilateral Commonwealth 
legislation (a Corporation and Securities Industry Bill and a National Companies Bill) but nothing was 
enacted by the time the Government was dismissed in 1975 (H.A.J. Ford, 8th Edn, p. 47). The Liberal-
National Coalition that assumed office in December 1975 under Malcolm Fraser favoured a more 
cooperative approach. As a result of a formal agreement signed between the Commonwealth and the 
States on 22 Dec. 1978, the Commonwealth agreed to pass companies and securities legislation as law in 
the Australian Capital Territory, and each State agreed to legislate to apply that legislation in their own 
jurisdictions. (H.A.J. Ford and others, 8th Edn, p. 48). The outcome was uniform and complementary 
legislation supported by a unified administration under a new body—the National Companies and 
Securities Commission (NCSC)—with a branch in each State. The main legislation was the Companies 
(Application of Laws) Act 1981 (Cth) and the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) Act 1980 (Cth). These 
Acts came into force on 1 July 1981 and on the same day, the Western Australian legislation came into 
force (H.A.J. Ford and others, 8th Edn, p. 49). In the Western Australian jurisdiction it was known as 
the Companies (Western Australia) Code.

19  The Legislation regulates the unsupervised level to which a takeover bidder may acquire a ‘relevant 
interest’ in voting shares before it is necessary for a full takeover bid to be made. That level was set at 20 
per cent in 1984 and still applies in 2012. H.A.J. Ford and others (8th Edn, 1997), in commenting on 
the legislation, suggest that the law cannot leave the sale of securities totally unregulated: ‘The policy 
reflected in the Corporations Law is that an acquisition which allows the offeror to influence more than 
20% of the voting shares in the target should be subject to regulatory supervision. Once the offeror has 
reached the 20% threshold, further acquisition should be supervised until 90% of the target has been 
acquired’(p. 936). Ford gives the best explanation of why the threshold is set at 20% by setting out eight 
levels of control that could be affected by the legislation in section 923.050 on Control at pp. 936-937. 
It may seem surprising, the authors say, that the Corporations Law set such a low threshold for the 
‘regulation of corporate control transactions’ but in the context of Chapter 6 of the Corporations Act, the 
various kinds of control seemed significant enough for the threshold to be set at 20%.

20  H.A.J. Ford. Principles of Company Law, Melbourne, Vic.: Butterworths, 3rd Edn, 1982, p. 504. Rodd 
Levy and Neil Pathak, in Takeovers: Law & Strategy, Sydney, NSW: Lawbook Co., 3rd Edn, 2009, give 
a general overview of Chapter 6 of the Corporations Act which deals with the acquisition and control of 
shares, pp. 2-4, and in Chapter 2 deal with ‘The 20% Prohibition and When it Applies’.
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the powerful market influence the Boan family held on the company.21 The share price 
at the time was around $7.56 a share. The National Mutual Life Association (NMLA) 
insurance company owned a significant parcel of shares as part of a financing arrangement 
with Boans, recorded in a Trust Deed.22 It was unlikely that the NMLA would take any 
independent action in disposing of its shares without first referring the matter to the Boans 
board. Boans Nominees P/L was the trustee for the Boans Staff Superannuation Fund, 
and J.B.Morrison and Geoffrey Bingemann were the directors responsible for managing 
it. They, too, were unlikely to take any independent action in disposing of shares.

4.0 Final Takeover Challenge:

The final takeover challenge began in December 1983 and concluded in March 1984. It 
was not a hostile takeover since the Boans board supported the Myer bid but the thought 
that Boans was even for sale divided the members of the family who held the controlling 
interest. The key players were ex-son-in-law Bingemann’s private family company, 
Jenmara Investments Pty Ltd, the Parry Corporation Ltd, portraying itself as a defender 
of Western Australian interests and Myer Properties Ltd, a wholly owned subsidiary of 
The Myer Emporium Ltd, confident that this time it would be successful in acquiring 
Western Australia’s leading retailer.

Since 1977, across the country, there had been a recession in consumer spending. It 
followed a buoyant period of retail growth when the larger retailers had opened too many 
outlets in an attempt to gain market share. Competition was fierce. Costs increased at the 
expense of profit margins in areas over which a company had little control—wages and 
salary awards and attendant costs, rent, rates and tax increases, as well as rises in interest 
charges. These had ascended like a chill wind up the slope of earlier, inflationary years 
and were often mentioned in the chairman’s or directors’ reports to shareholders.23 Chart 
8.1 in the previous chapter shows the steep rise in the consumer price index between 
1971 and 1975 and Chart 8.2 shows how inflation affected profitability between 1974 
and 1978.

21  This breakdown is indicative only. A more accurate breakdown is contained in the Part B Statement 
issued by the Directors of Myer Properties Ltd on 10 Feb. 1984.

22  The Directors’ Minutes for 20 March 1961 record that Boans borrowed $125,000 from the NMLA 
to underwrite the issue of 125,000 convertible, unsecured notes. A further $125,000 was borrowed to 
finance capital works, using a mortgage over the Waverley property as security. Some of these debts were 
converted to equity as shares.

23    The chairman’s address at the 54th AGM, 19 July 1972, records that ‘in the last five years’ the average weekly 
earnings for males had risen by 49.3% while retail prices had risen by 18.5% and the ‘current hesitation’ 
in the marketplace was the result of ‘a lack of confidence, not a lack of money.’ At the 56th AGM, 24 July 
1974, the chairman told shareholders that they were experiencing a period of unprecedented inflation, 
and that the return on investment was less than the interest offered by the Commonwealth Bank. Male 
shop assistant wages had risen 27% and female wages by 45% in the previous twelve months. At the 
1977 AGM the chairman told shareholders that there had been significant increases in rail freight, and 
power and water rates recently announced by the State Government. While these changes were not 
unexpected, they ‘added fuel to the fire of inflation.’
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Table 9.1

Boans Ltd Ordinary shareholdings & valuations 

December 1983

No of
Shares %

Cumu-
lative.

%

Share
Price
$7.56

Jenmara 
Offer
$9.00

Myer
Offer

$11.65 

Winnilya Pty Ltd 1,260,000 38.97 38.97 $9.6M $11.34 M $14.7M

Estate: Frank T. 
Boan

291,358 9.01 47.98 $2.2M $3.4M

Boan Family 36,302 1.12 49.10 $0.3M $0.42

National Mutual 
Life Association

147,500 4.56 53.66 $1.1M $1.8M

Boans Nominees 
P/L

45,160 1.40 55.06 $0.34M $0.53M

Jenmara Investments 
P/L

11,800 0.36 55.42 $0.9M $0.14M

Parry Corporation 122,250 3.78 59.20 $0.92M $1.5M

Minority Sharehold-
ers (>3,800)

1,319,252 40.80 $10.0M $15.4M

Capitalisation 3,233,622 100 100 $24.5M $37.7M

Source: J.B.Morrison, and Myer Properties Ltd, ‘An offer to acquire your shares in Boans Ltd’, 10 Feb. 1984. Variations 
in summation between the vertical and horizontal columns are the result of rounding.

The retail industry was going through a difficult period and although Boans accounted 
for 36.3 per cent of the department store turnover in Western Australia and 4 per cent of 
the State’s total retail turnover, it was performing significantly below its national peers—
Myer, David Jones, Grace Bros, John Martin—as illustrated in Table 8.6 in the previous 
chapter.24 The West Australian’s business journalist, Ian Davidson, observed:

Despite its recent poor profit performance in the face of difficult trading 
conditions, Boans is an obvious takeover target in the climate of retailing 
rationalisation in Australia. 25

An outsider such as Myer or Parrys might consider that a change of ownership, and 
hence a change of management, could make a difference to the firm’s merchandising 
performance and its financial statements. An insider with a substantial shareholding 
might be concerned about the long-term future of their investment. The insider proved 
to be Harry Boan’s grand-daughter Susan Vincent.26

24  See also correspondence, Baring Brothers Halkerston & Partners Ltd, ‘Takeover offers by Myer 
Properties Ltd and Parry Corporation’ to The Directors, Boans Ltd, 13 Feb. 1984, forming Appendix A 
of Myer Properties Ltd, ‘An offer to acquire your shares in Boans Ltd’, Part A Statement, 17 Feb. 1984, 
VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

25  Ian Davidson, West Australian, 31 Dec. 1983.

26  Susan Boan married Geoffrey Bingemann. After their divorce, Susan married John Vincent and after 
his death married Ken Clements. I have used the name Susan Vincent because it is the name that 
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5.0 Role of Susan Vincent and Sidney ‘Bails’ Myer:

Mrs Vincent was elected to the Boans board as a non-executive director in March 1978.27 
She was a major shareholder and, while not involved in the day-to-day running of the 
company, participated in the collective decision-making that influenced the long-term 
direction in which the company was heading.28 In an interview she said:

I had a big interest in Boans as a business and a big investment in monetary 
terms. I had an ex-husband and a brother-in-law looking after their interests 
and my sister’s interests and no-one looking after mine. Boans owned all the 
land on which its stores were built before my father died. I didn’t like the 
idea of the land being sold off and then leased back just to make money. ... I 
[didn’t] believe the business could have survived the way it was going. ... The 
takeover was deeply painful to me and I was heavily criticised for selling. I 
wanted independence and security.29 

Mrs Vincent decided to sell her share in Winnilya and prevailed on her now re-married 
mother to do the same. This decision came as a shock to her younger sister, Jane Morrison, 
whose interests and financial affairs were managed by her husband, J.B. Morrison. These 
family tensions were exacerbated by the action of ex-brother-in-law and deputy general 
manager, Geoffrey Bingemann who made what was perceived by the family and the media 
to be an opportunistic offer to buy the Winnilya shares. Collectively, these actions deeply 
divided the family but were the catalyst for the successful takeover by Myer Properties 
Ltd.

It was not until December 1983, after numerous discussions, that Mrs Morrison accepted 
for the sake of the family and reluctantly agreed to the sale. It is a decision that still haunts 
both women.30 It was an enormous blow, too, to J.B. Morrison as the store and staff had 
been a major part of his life and he took enormous pride in the great business that it was.31

Sidney Baillieu (‘Bails’) Myer, youngest son of Sidney Myer, visited Perth to meet with 
Myer executives on 15 and 16 November 1983. Mr Myer also made time during those 
two days to meet with some of the executive directors of the Boans board over morning 
tea in February 1983, and Benness and Bingemann were there.32 Mr Myer told them that 

appears in Board Minutes, and in all takeover documents. Personal communications are in the name of 
Susan Clements.

27  Minutes, Directors’ Meeting, 14 March 1978, VSL, CMA, Box 3157.

28  Bernard Wright, a non-executive director said in a Personal communication that Susan Vincent was 
an astute business woman who made a number of insightful comments and useful suggestions at board 
meetings.

29  Susan Clements, Interview, 19 Oct. 2007.

30  Jane Morrison, Personal communication, 31 Oct. and 12 Nov. 2007; Susan Clements, Personal 
communication, 1 and 14 Nov. 2007.

31  J.B. Morrison, Personal communication.

32  E. Benness (a non-executive director at the time) and G. Bingemann, Personal communication. It is 
uncertain who else was there but none of the three other non-executive directors were at that meeting 
(Personal communication with Brig. Jamieson, Susan Vincent and Bernard Wright). Bails Myer had a 
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Myer Stores (WA) was trading at a loss and that there were two options: either Myer 
could sell its department store interests to Boans, or Myer could take over the Boans 
operation. According to Benness, Myer had traded at a profit only once since it had been 
in Western Australia. Why, he wondered, if your competition was operating at a loss, take 
over their outlets when you could provide the same service from the outlets you already 
had? 33

6.0 Jenmara—Pre-emptive Strike:

Bingemann’s Jenmara Investments owned 9,800 shares. On 11 November 1983 it 
acquired, off-market, a further 2,000 shares from Bingemann himself at a price of $6.70 
a share, taking its holding to 11,800 shares. His new wife, Lea Bingemann, owned 100 
Boans ordinary shares. In September 1983 she purchased, on-market, 500 Boans shares at 
$6.00 a share and, between 21 November and 9 December, in five on-market transactions, 
purchased a further 1,700 shares at prices ranging from $7.00 to $7.10—taking her total 
holding to 2,300 shares. 34

Although there was no formal agreement between Jenmara and Winnilya, Jenmara’s 
legal advice, according to Bingemann, was that it already had a ‘relevant interest’ in the 
1,260,000 shares held by Winnilya and was therefore able to purchase them directly, 
despite the shares representing more than 20 per cent of the issued shares in Boans. 
This advice was never tested in the courts.35 With no warning and just before Christmas 
1983, Jenmara offered the three Winnilya shareholders $9.00 for each of their shares. 
Morrison advised the Stock Exchange of Perth of the offer on 30 December, and that 
Boans director Bingemann would stand aside while Winnilya considered the offer. When 
the bid became public knowledge, the West Australian’s Davidson wrote, ‘The Jenmara 
offer thus has the hallmarks of a pre-emptive bid designed to keep the family holding off 
the market.’36

second meeting with the board after Myer announced its takeover bid. There is a Telex dated 23 Jan. 
1984 (a Monday) from S.B. Myer to J.B. Morrison that, at the request of the Premier (i.e., Brian Burke), 
Myer will make a brief visit to Perth on the Wednesday for a 9.00 a.m. meeting on the Thursday with 
the Premier and ‘would be happy to call on you at 10.00 a.m. if in so doing I could respond to any further 
questions arising from your enquiries ... on matters of a non-financial nature related to our bid which 
may be of concern to you and your co-directors.’ Telex, S.B. Myer to J.B. Morrison, 23 Jan. 1984, VSL, 
CMA, Box 1027.

33  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 7B, p. 94. Benness also observed in that interview, thus 
anticipating the Myer offer, that ‘the Boan family had virtually lost interest because they didn’t have 
day-to-day control, I suppose, and because the Myer bid was such an attractive offer, they agreed to 
support the Myer bid.’

34  Myer Property Ltd, Part B Statement by Boans Ltd, 14 Feb. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

35  G. Bingemann, Personal communication. The concepts ‘entitlement’ and ‘relevant interest’ have complex 
meanings that involve measuring the ‘pre-acquisition relationship of acquirer with the post-acquisition 
relationship’. The law then operating was the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) (Western Australia) Code 
1980. An important test case at the time that defined these concepts was TVW Enterprises Ltd v 
Queensland Press Ltd and Others, Supreme Court of Victoria, [1983] 2VR 529. See: H.A.J. Ford, 
Principles of Company Law, 3rd Edn, 1982, Section [2012].

36  West Australian, 31 Dec. 1983.
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Neither Bingemann nor Morrison would comment at that time and this led to the 
observation that ‘with both men unavailable yesterday, it leaves open the possibility of 
some form of family rift which prompted the bid’.37 Bingemann has since said that the 
Myer interest in Boans was not a trigger for Jenmara’s pre-emptive strike but Benness 
interpreted the move as his attempt to ‘get control of the company’.38 There was speculation 
at the time that Bingemann was acting as a stalking horse for interstate interests who were 
interested in a takeover but while he has not denied discussions with others, their identity 
has never been confirmed.39 When Winnilya rejected the Jenmara offer in the second 
week of January 1984, Bingemann resumed his position on the Boans board.

Morrison was in an invidious position. He had fiduciary responsibilities to all shareholders 
as well as to Boans’ employees and he knew how passionately opposed his wife was to any 
plan to sell the company. He knew, too, that every corporate lawyer and stockbroker in 
town was looking for a possible conflict of interest between the fiduciary interest he owed 
to the company and its shareholders and his obligation to family interests but none was 
identified.40 

7.0 Parry Corporation Ltd and The Myer Emporium Ltd:

On 11 January 1984, when Boans shares stood at $9.04 a share, Kevin Parry announced 
that Parry Corporation Ltd was launching another takeover bid for Boans—an offer for 
the whole of the issued capital, valued by the share market at $30.7 million. There was no 
courtesy call this time to Boans, as there had been in 1976. Kevin Parry did not mention 
a price but said he had written to the Boans directors requesting a meeting to ‘discuss 
appropriate terms’.41 This tactic gave him a chance to gauge the Boans reaction and to 
establish the price the directors would consider ‘fair and adequate’.42 

Baillieu Myer, chairman of The Myer Emporium Ltd, in a letter of 12 January 1984 to 
J.B.Morrison, advised that ‘we have released details of an offer for the ordinary shares 
in Boans Ltd to stock exchanges and media today.’ 43 The offer was a price of $10.75 
per share.44 It was his board and management’s belief ‘that the eventual combination 

37  Western Mail, 31 Dec. 1983.

38  G. Bingemann, Email communication, 29 Oct. 2007. E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, 
p. 99.

39  Robert Duffield canvasses some of these issues in ‘The battle for Boans’, Sunday Independent, 15 Jan. 
1984, p. 17. The rumoured interstate interests by the Adelaide Steamship Trading Company and David 
Jones were very speculative. The rationale was that Jenmara’s seeking a takeover was out of kilter with 
the acquisition of shares prohibition as set out in the takeovers law limiting the acquisition to 19.9 per 
cent. As an internal (or off-market) acquisition it may have been legal but not as a takeover as the offer 
was only to the Winnilya shareholders. Had Jenmara succeeded, it could have then sold its 19.9 per cent 
of new stock to a genuine raider.

40  J.B. Morrison, Personal communication. There is no critical comment of Morrison in any of the 
newspapers of the day.

41  Joe Keeling, Daily News, 11 Jan. 1984.

42  Joe Keeling, Daily News, 12 Jan. 1984.

43  Correspondence, Baillieu Myer to J.B. Morrison, 12 Jan. 1984, in VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

44  The price of $10.75 per ordinary share is contained in News Release, issued by Myer Corporation Public 
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of the Boans and Myer department stores in Western Australia will make them more 
competitive, with considerable future benefits to customers, staff, suppliers and the WA 
community,’ the News Release concluded.

But behind closed doors, a deal was done, off-market. Ross Grant, of the merchant bank 
Hill Samuel Australia, was retained to act on behalf of the three Winnilya shareholders 
— Mrs Canny, Mrs Vincent and Mrs Morrison — who held 1,260,000 voting shares 
(38.97% of the company).45 On 12 January 1984 three Boan family companies bought 
614,000 shares (19%) from Winnilya at $11.50 a share, to avoid transgressing the 20 
per cent rule.46 Myer Properties then acquired the remaining 646,000 Winnilya shares 
(19.97%) at $10.75 a share.47 It was a clever move. Myer Properties had silently bought a 
significant proportion of Boans shares without having to make a full bid for the company. 
That afternoon, 12 January, Myer Properties publicly announced that it would be making 
on-market offers for the rest of the ordinary shares in Boans also at a price of $10.75 
a share — the Boan women were adamant that other shareholders should be offered 
the same price — and the offer would hold good from 30 January until 1 March.48 
The following day, the Stock Exchange was informed that a Part C Statement had been 
delivered to Boans and lodged with the Commissioner for Corporate Affairs.49  It was 
sent to shareholders on 23 January. Hill Samuel also announced that if there was no more 

Affairs Department, 12 Jan. 1984, Box 1027.

45  Ross Grant, Hill Samuel Australia, Personal communication.

46  The family companies were: Kardo Morda Pty Ltd (Susan Vincent family), Bindaring Pty Ltd ( Jane 
Morrison family), Parker Point Pty Ltd (Betty Canny). Details of these transactions are found in the 
West Australian, 13 Jan. 1984 and Myer Properties Ltd, An Offer to Acquire Your Share in Boans 
Ltd, 10 Feb. 1984, Part A Statement. The family may have settled on $11.50 for one of two reasons—
anticipating that Myer might have to increase its offer in the marketplace (which it did, to $11.65), 
or $11.50 may have been a tax threshold above which there may have been a liability. In the Part B 
Statement by Boans Ltd, included with the Myer Properties Offer, Item 8 records that ‘On the 12 
Jan. 1984 Bindaring Pty Limited a company associated with John Basil Morrison (i.e. Jane Morrison 
family) acquired from Winnilya Pty Ltd 187,959 Boans shares at a price of $11.50 per share’. Similarly, 
187,960 shares were acquired by Parker Point Pty Ltd, a company also associated with J.B.Morrison 
(i.e. Betty Canny); 187,959 shares were acquired by Kardo Morda Pty Ltd, a company associated with 
Susan Vincent.’ These amounts sum to 563,877 shares. The balance was divided evenly between Susan 
Vincent and Jane Morrison, each acquiring 25,061 shares. No mention is made of any acquisition by 
their mother, Mrs Betty Canny. But there was one share not accounted for!

47  Sunday Independent, 15 Jan. 1984 and ‘Parry tactic enlivens Boans struggle’, undated article, The 
Australian.

48  Susan Clements, Interview, 19 Oct. 2007.

49  In takeover procedures a Part C Statement outlines a cash-only offer to buy unconditionally all voting 
shares on-market—that is, the offer can only be accepted through a stock exchange (which incurs 
transaction costs) and the offer is final. The offer must be open for at least a month. Myer made a Part 
C offer on 13 January 1984. A Part A Statement outlines either a full or partial offer to all shareholders 
on the same terms to buy shares off-market—that is, directly from the shareholder (without transaction 
costs) and with the possibility of a higher price should a bidder increase its offer. The consideration 
may be cash or shares, or a mixture of both; a mixed offer is the most popular scheme since it offers 
flexibility in financing. Parry Corporation made a Part A offer on 17 January 1984. A Part B Statement 
is a considered response to an off-market takeover bid by the directors of the takeover target—in this 
case Boans Ltd. A Part D Statement is the equivalent response to an on-market bid (made via a Part C 
Statement). 
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attractive offer than $10.75 within seven days, Winnilya ‘presently intended’ to sell its 
remaining shares to Myer.50 Myer Properties had gained de facto control of Boans and 
Jenmara was sidelined.

Image 9.2

Marius cartoon showing Parrys and Myer depicted as old women squabbling over Boans. West 
Australian, 13 January 1984. The Bankcard, Australia’s first bank issued credit card scheme, 
began on 9 October 1974.

8.0 Role of Kevin Parry:

Parrys had seven discount stores in WA selling furniture, electrical and white goods to 
the lower income end of the market. It also had television, newspaper and travel industry 
interests in New South Wales. In Perth and Geraldton it had real estate holdings and 
a 50 per cent interest in the Halls Head Development at Mandurah, a seaside tourism 
centre 80 kms south of Perth. Parrys also had investments in minerals and resources.51

Parry met with the Boans board, after his second request, on the morning of 17 January 
1984. He had already announced that his company intended to maintain the Boans name, 
the breadth of retail competition in WA, the shareholders discount and WA ownership 
of the leading retailer.52 Now came the consideration. He offered his equivalent of $12.00 
for each Boans ordinary share comprising one five-year, unsecured Parry Corporation Ltd 
note, having a face value of $8.00, carrying a coupon (i.e. interest) rate of 12% per annum 
and paying 96 cents a year, and one 5% cumulative, redeemable preference share of $2.00, 
to be issued by Parry Corporation Ltd at a premium of $2.00 and redeemable in five years 

50  Prior to lodging its Part A Statement, 18 January, Parry Corporation offered to purchase the Estate 
of Frank Boan’s holding (291,358 shares or 9.01% of the ordinary shares) for $12.50 a share. The 
trustees declined the offer, but accepted $11.65 from Myer. (This would suggest that price was not the 
determining factor in takeover negotiations given that it was more than seven days after the Hill Samuel 
announcement.) Correspondence, K.J. Parry to Boans shareholders, 6 March 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 
1027.

51  Joe Keeling, Daily News, 12 and 13 Jan. 1984.

52  Joe Keeling, Daily News, 12 Jan. 1984.
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from the date of issue, paying 24 cents a year.53

It was a paper offer for the future compared with a Myer cash offer of $10.75 right 
now. The following day stockbroker Hartley Poynton provided the Boans board with an 
assessment of the current value of the Parry offer—it was $10.15. ‘We have no hesitation 
in advising our clients to reject the Parry offer,’ was the firm’s conclusion.54 Benness told 
Parry that he did not think his bid had a chance against Myer. ‘Do you mean to say 
that you wouldn’t prefer to have control of the company in Western Australian hands 
rather than big people from the East?’ Parry asked. ‘Well, Kevin, you’ve got to be realistic,’ 
Benness replied. ‘Your bid is a paper bid.’ ‘But that paper could be worth anything in five 
years’ time,’ Parry asserted. ‘That’s just the trouble, Kevin. It could be worth anything 
or nothing,’ responded Benness. By 1987, Parry and the Parry Corporation Ltd were 
bankrupt, one of the many corporate collapses of the decade.55

Although they had no confidence in the Parry bid, Benness and the other directors 
welcomed it since it could have the effect of pushing up the Myer offer.56 It did, but 
not before Parry ran a highly parochial advertising campaign,57 initiated litigation,58 and 

53  Parrys Revised Offer, VSL, CMA, Box 1027, and Inside Retailing, 23 Jan. 1984. An ‘unsecured note’ is 
a debt instrument where the borrowing company does not grant a charge or mortgage over its assets to 
secure the payment due under the note. A ‘redeemable preference share’ is one that can be sold back to 
the issuing company, on the maturity date, for its face value plus the dividend payments. If an annual 
dividend is not paid, for any reason, it is typically carried forward (i.e. accumulates).

54  Correspondence, P.J. Bird, Hartley Poynton & Co to J.B.Morrison, Boans Ltd, 18 Jan. 1984. Copy in 
my possession.

55  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, p. 100. For an account of the gilded age, see G. Bolton, 
Land of Vision and Mirage: Western Australia since 1826, Crawley, WA: UWAP, 2008, Ch. 9.

56  Edwin Benness said in interview that he realised that members of the family ‘who considered themselves 
as disenfranchised’ had ‘done a deal’ with Myer and so decided that ‘our best option would be to get as 
good a deal as we could for our shareholders and at the same time to get as good a deal as we could for 
our employees. With that policy in mind we then rather welcomed the bid by Kevin Parry because ... it 
had the effect of pushing up the bid that Myer had already made.’ BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, 
p. 99.

57  Correspondence, S.B. Myer to J.B. Morrison, 25 Jan. 1984. Myer drew attention to various Parry 
advertisements that had appeared in the Western Australian press since 18 January commenting on the 
Myer offer. He said that they ‘contained information which is misleading and which is untrue.’ He also 
said that the various instances had been referred to Mr J. Galal, of the Corporate Affairs Commission 
in Western Australia.  Attached to the correspondence were copies of letters written on 20 and 25 Jan. 
by the law firm of Freehill, Hollingdale & Page with Muir Williams Nicholson to the Corporate Affairs 
Commission. The main concern was the lack of evidence and positive proof to substantiate the Parry 
claims and assertions made in the advertisements. VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

58  Parry Corporation Ltd (Plaintiff ) issued a Writ of Summons and a Statement of Claim in the Supreme 
Court of Western Australia, No. 1203 (also numbered 1023) of 1984, on 16 Feb. 1984, against Boans 
Ltd (First Defendant), Myer Properties Ltd (Second Defendant), Winnilya Pty Ltd (Third Defendant), 
six individuals including J.B. Morrison, Jane E. Morrison, Betty M. Canny and Susan M. Vincent 
(Fourth Defendants) and  the two sisters and their three family companies (as the Fifth Defendants). 
By Chamber Summons issued the same day the defendants were commanded to appear before the 
Honourable Mr Justice Brinsden on 16 Feb. 1984 to answer the Statement of Claim. The Claim was 
backed by an Affidavit in Support of an Application for an Interlocutory Injunction sworn under oath 
by Kevin John Parry, the chairman of directors of Parry Corporation Ltd. It was alleged that Myer 
had contravened section 11(1) of the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) (Western Australia) Code.  A 
Restraining Order was issued against Myer Properties (the Second Defendant) preventing it offering to 
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lobbied heavily almost everyone, from the Premier 59 to representatives of Boan’s staff 
superannuation and provident funds.60 The Myer group, on the other hand, worked quietly 
in the background to win the support of the key decision-makers, and the share-holdings 
of those who counted. In an internal takeover report of 19 January 1984, senior Myer 
staff were told that the strategy was to maintain ‘regular contact with government, unions, 
business associates, media and stockbrokers to ensure our position is fully understood.’ 
The media was briefed of any development; financial journalists were then able to cross-
question Kevin Parry on his claims. In regard to Parry’s publicity and advertising campaign, 
the internal report said that the standard Myer response to the media was to be:

We are not concerned at allegations by Mr Parry. He underestimates the 
intelligence of the WA media and community who understand the Myer 
position very adequately. We are sure shareholders will draw the correct 
conclusions on the comparison of Myer cash offer and Parrys offer. 61

The contentious issues were: the ongoing employment of Boans staff; maintaining 
the purchase of supplies from local manufacturers; continuing the Boans shareholders 
shopping discount, and management and buyer decision-making at the local level.

9.0 The Myer Group in WA:

The Myer Group already had extensive retail and property interests in Western Australia 
amounting to investments in excess of $68 million that generated sales of over $140 
million a year. Research at the time of the takeover revealed little knowledge among 
West Australians of just how extensively Myer had penetrated the State’s economy, the 
contribution that it made or that it already employed nearly 3,000 people, according to a 
letter from Bill Dawson, the regional general manager for the Myer stores in WA and SA, 
to stockbroker James W. Paterson & Son on 17 January 1984.62

acquire any more ordinary shares from Boans Ltd (the First Defendant). The Order remained in force 
until 23 Feb. 1984. His Honour Judge Olney made the final determination. Copies of these documents 
are in my possession, obtained from Geoff Moor.

59  The chairman of the Parry Corporation sent a telex to Premier Burke on 23 Jan. 1984 and then issued 
it as a Media Release the following day. It contained assurances that (a) the same volume of business 
to Western Australian manufacturers and suppliers would continue, if not increase, and (b) the support 
that Parrys department stores gave to the public, local manufacturers and suppliers in Western Australia 
would also continue. The telex then reproduced four undertakings as set out in the Corporation’s Part A 
Statement.  The telex concluded by drawing the Government’s attention to what had happened in New 
South Wales and Queensland after the ‘Myerisation’ of Grace Brothers, and that the ‘wording of Myer’s 
undertaking’ then ‘is very similar to that now being given in Western Australia.’ VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

60  Kevin Parry wrote to the trustees of the Boans Provident Fund and the Boans Superannuation Fund 
on 20 Jan. 1984 urging that the beneficiaries of the funds (i.e. the employees) be invited ‘to decide for 
themselves their own future--whether they would rather become a member of my organisation or be 
absorbed by the Myer bureaucracy.’ Steve Harvey, Parry’s bid to sway staff, Sunday Times, 22 Jan. 1984.

61  Memo, R.M. Siedle to Mr Knight and others, ‘Boans Takeover Report to Jan. 19th’, 20 Jan. 1984, VSL, 
CMA, Box 1027.

62  Background information on the Myer operation in Western Australia is contained in a letter from Bill 
Dawson, Regional General Manager for Myer Stores in Western Australia and South Australia, to 
James W. Paterson & Son, dated 17 Jan. 1984. Dawson told Premier Burke, in a telex of 23 Jan. 1984, 
that ‘The Myer Group sees Western Australia as a very important part of its operations. The Myer 
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Image 9.3

An Offer to Acquire Your Shares In Boans Ltd by Myer Properties Ltd and Parry Corporation 
Ltd. Cover of Myer’s offer to shareholders (that included a Part A and Part B Statement) and 
cover of Parry Corporation Ltd offer to shareholders (which included a Part A Statement and an 
Investigating Accountants Report).

Myer opened the first Target discount store in Fremantle in 1972, and the first of eleven 
Target supermarkets in 1976. By 1982 it realised supermarkets were not its field and by 
January 1984 it was no longer in that business. It acquired Red Rooster from the Kailis 
family in July 1981 and progressively increased the number of outlets from forty-five to 
fifty-nine. Despite expansion into Victoria and NSW, half of Red Rooster’s budgeted 
sales for 1983-1984 came from WA. Myer also opened two Country Road fashion stores, 
in Perth and Claremont, in 1982. It purchased both the Innaloo shopping centre in which 
Boans was a major tenant, and the Noranda Square shopping centre, in 1983.

Myer had realised that in the past fifteen years, despite the extent of its commercial 
activities, the department store share of the total retail market in Australia had fallen 
from 17 to 10 per cent, and that the choices were rationalisation or reorganisation. Like 
Boans, Myer had lost market share to discount stores such as Parrys. It had responded by 
cutting back its prices and organising its stores into specialist departments. The strategy 
was working in both Victoria and South Australia — profits went up 37 per cent in 
Victoria — and if it was going to work with its four department stores in WA, Myer had 

Group currently has 4 department stores, 32 Red Rooster stores, 9 Target stores and 2 Country Road 
stores in WA. These 47 stores and associated property holdings make up a total investment of $68 
million and provide employment for 2,870 people.’ VSL, CMA, Box 1027.
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to enlarge its operation by acquiring Boans.

10.0 Negotiations with government:

Myer promised that if the merger was successful it would: maintain purchases from 
Western Australian manufacturers; retain the Boans name, and extend it to the four 
existing Myer stores—Perth (1969), Fremantle (1969), Karrinyup (1973) and Floreat 
Park (1981); continue to trade the two businesses separately in the short term, and retain 
J.B. Morrison as chief executive. Mr Myer said, with some ambiguity, that the ‘acquisition 
in Boans should not adversely affect the employment opportunities of Boans employees’ 
but, unlike Kevin Parry, there was no commitment to a shopping discount, a matter of 
concern to the 10,500 small investors holding 100 or more Boans shares.63 The discount 
privilege — and this was a crucial point — was always at the discretion of the Boans board 
and was not a right contained in the company’s Articles of Association.64

Parrys indicated in press releases, advertisements and its Part A Statement that it would 
continue the discount but it never specified the terms under which this would occur. In 
its proposed amendments to Parrys Articles of Association (to provide for the issue of 
preference shares), it made no mention of shareholder discounts. It would appear that 
maintaining the discount would also have been at the discretion of the Parry board.65 Myer 
regarded the discount as a private concern for shareholders and not a press or political 
issue, as Parry attempted to make it, and so the official position was that ‘shareholders 
discount is a management decision. We do not have operational details on Boans at this 
stage. We do not know the volume of shareholder purchases or their effect on profitability.’ 

In January 1984 the regional managing director for the Myer Group, William (Bill) 
Dawson, and the company’s public affairs manager, Ron Siedle, met with the acting 
Premier and Minister for Industrial Relations, Des Dans, to discuss the takeover and what 
it might mean for the employment of Boans staff. Siedle’s internal memo summarised that 
meeting. ‘Mr Dawson said Myer’s intention was the best guarantee for staff. However, 
normal business practice meant that management must be free to look at all aspects of 
business including stores.’ 66

The Minister’s version of the meeting attracted a Page One headline from the Sunday 
Times:

Myer pledge on takeover bid: BOANS JOBS SAFE

63  S.B. Myer letter to shareholders, 23 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027, and Inside Retailing, 23 Jan. 1984. 
There were about 7,000 preference shareholders and 3,500 ordinary shareholders.

64  Correspondence, Baring Brothers Halkerston & Partners Ltd, ‘Takeover offers by Myer Properties 
Ltd and Parry Corporation’ to The Directors, Boans Ltd, 13 Feb. 1984, forming Appendix A of Myer 
Properties Ltd, ‘An offer to acquire your shares in Boans Ltd’, Part A Statement, 17 Feb. 1984, VSL, 
CMA, Box 1027.

65  Correspondence, Baring Brothers Halkerston & Partners Ltd to The Directors, Boans Ltd, 13 Feb. 
1984.

66  Memo, R. Siedle to W.A. Dawson and others, ‘Boans takeover Report for week ending Jan. 15’, 15 
Jan. 1984.
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And the text:

Myer executives have guaranteed the job security of 2,800 staff if their takeover 
bid for WA retailer Boans is successful. The jobs-security commitment was 
sought by the acting premier, Mr Dans, during top-level talks with senior 
executives of Myer.67

The Myer Group chose to remain silent but it was not the only example of a misalignment 
between the Myer executive and the State Government. In a telex to Premier Burke 
on 20 January, Dawson reiterated the Myer commitment to ‘continue to buy from WA 
manufacturers in aggregate to the same extent as at present’, but there was a caveat: ‘This 
presumes no unexpected change in circumstances—for instance—it envisages that WA 
manufacturers will continue to be competitive as they are at present’. 68 The telex also 
asserted that 90 per cent of the Myer Group’s purchases were from within Australia, that 
Western Australian manufacturers already supplied interstate to Myer, Grace Brothers 
and Target stores and that, in the area of furniture alone, nine WA manufacturers supplied 
to Myer stores. The Government was privy to the extent of Boans reliance on local 
manufacturers but this information was never shared with either Myer or Parry.69

Mr Myer and senior staff met with Premier Burke on Thursday morning 26 January 
1984. The Myer approach to the Premier was to emphasise the need to rationalise the 
department stores in order to preserve the business and to give an assurance that Myer 
would make an early effort to defuse the shareholder discount issue, should it gain control, 
by having a ‘10 per cent for everyone’ sale.70 At the meeting, the Premier made it clear 
that the WA Government would not interfere in takeovers unless there were matters of 
national security, but the Government had a responsibility to ask questions and to draw 
to the public’s attention the likely results of a commercial transaction. Premier Burke 
also said that he was meeting with Kevin Parry later that day and would put the same 
questions to him. 

And then came the second point of misalignment. The Premier said that he wanted 
to announce that each party had agreed to the Government’s request for an advisory 
committee, to be run at their own expense, preferably with the involvement of a 
Government representative, which would report on capital investment, changes in 
employment and changes in orders placed with local manufacturers. Myer said that he 
was prepared to establish a Western Australian Advisory Board, with prominent WA, 
non-Myer people, included.71 The Premier wanted something external and independent; 

67  Sunday Times, 15 Jan. 1984.

68  Telex: Bill Dawson, Regional General Manager Myer WA to Brian Burke, Premier, 20 Jan. 1984, 
VSL, CMA, Box 1793.

69  Minutes of Meeting, 26 Jan. 1984, between the Premier of WA, Mr Brian Burke, Syd Donovan, 
Executive Assistant, Mr Myer, Mr Dawson and Mr Sidle. Item (4). Mr Burke said he knew what 
Boans were buying from WA manufacturers currently, but would not divulge the figure to Myer or to 
Parrys. VSL, CMA, BOX 1027.

70  Memo, R. Siedle to S.B. Myer, ‘Meeting with Premier, WA’, 25 Jan, 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

71  Facsimile, R. Siedle to S.B. Myer and others, ‘Minutes of Meeting at 9.00 a.m. Thursday 26/1/1984 
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the Myer executives wanted something internal and responsible only to management.

Immediately after the meeting, the Premier wrote to Mr Myer requesting ‘your formal 
agreement in writing’ to the establishment of a procedure that ‘could provide periodic 
surveys of both employment and manufacturing commitment.’ 72 Mr Myer replied to 
the Premier the following day: ‘I am pleased that you agree with our proposal for an 
advisory board for Boans Ltd, in the event that our offer is successful.’ 73 Executive 
assistant Sydney (Syd) Donovan was soon on the phone: the Premier was aghast at the 
Myer letter and said it was ‘totally unacceptable’. The Premier requested an amended 
letter immediately. In other words, the establishment of an internal Myer advisory board 
was inconsistent with what was discussed and agreed—an independent, external advisory 
committee.74 The Myer people considered it ‘unthinkable that private industry will agree 
to government interference in day-to-day management.’ The Premier was aware — and 
Parry advertising had made sure of that — that when Myer had taken over Grace Brothers 
in NSW assurances given were followed by heavy retrenchments. That was not a situation 
he wanted duplicated. 75

11.0 Business as Usual – On the Shop Floor:

In the City store, described as a ‘down market Harrods that was getting a little old and 
frayed at the edges’, by Radio 6KY on-air commentator, Howard Sattler, it was business 
as usual. Crowds of Saturday morning shoppers, observed the Sunday Times, ‘browsed 
through the department store more concerned about picking up good buys than the stock 
market manoeuvring.’ One elderly shopper, scanning a rack of dresses said, ‘As long as 
the store doesn’t change its character after the takeover, I don’t mind.’ Some staff were 
more concerned, however, but those who spoke did so anonymously as they had been 
instructed not to talk to the media. ‘Obviously we are not happy about the prospects of 
the company going out of the hands of the Boan family, but it is early days yet—anything 
could happen,’ one male employee told the Sunday Times’ Hamish Thomson.76 While 
there was considerable anxiety among Boans staff about the security of their employment, 
according to a Myer internal report, Myer staff, not surprisingly, reacted with pride at the 
possibility of a Myer takeover but baulked at the use of the Boans name for Myer Stores.77

between the Premier of WA, Mr Brian Burke, Executive Assistant Syd Donovan, Mr Myer, Mr Dawson 
and Mr Siedle’, undated, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

72  Correspondence, Brian Burke, Premier, to S.B. Myer, Executive Chairman, the Myer Emporium Ltd, 
26 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

73  Correspondence, S.B. Myer to B.T. Burke, Premier of WA, 27 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

74  Typed phone message, Mr Donovan, Premier’s Office, to R. M. Siedle, 4.26 p. m., 27 Jan. 1984, VSL, 
CMA, Box 1027. The italics are mine.

75  Memo, R. Siedle to S.B. Myer and others, ‘A new letter requested urgently by WA Premier’, 31 Jan. 
1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

76  The Harrods comment was by Howard Sattler, Radio 6KY, 18 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1793, 
Wallet 1. The media account and the shopper’s and employee’s comments are in Hamish Thomson, ‘But 
takeover battle worries Boans’ staff ’, Sunday Times, 15 Jan. 1984.

77  Memo, R. Siedle to W.A. Dawson and others, ‘Boans takeover Report for week ending Jan. 15’, Item 8, 
15 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.
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12.0 The Parry Media Campaign:

The Parry media campaign, estimated by Myer to have cost $50,000, was by the end 
of January 1984 of concern to Myer, according to an internal memo.78 The campaign 
had also created a focal point for the latent fears of Boans staff, manufacturers and their 
agents, and had been an element in the slow response of shareholders in accepting the 
Myer offer, another memo observed. 79 Because Myer had not stepped up to the plate and 
engaged in a public slugging match, the no reply ‘means he is substantially correct.’ 80 The 
heightened awareness Parry had created could mean that the impressions people had 
formed might become the conventional wisdom of the future. Importantly, those who 
wished to support the Myer effort — union officials, government advisers, stockbrokers 
and the Boans people — had no ammunition with which to respond, according to the 
Myer memo. The Myer response was to allocate $15,000 for corporate advertisements 
and a twice-weekly newsletter to staff. 81

Myer also had its lawyers examine the Parry advertisements. They wrote to the Corporate 
Affairs Commission and drew attention to copy they believed was ‘clearly calculated to 
be misleading, false or deceptive or is made with reckless indifference to the truth’.82 One 
illustration was the Parry claim that ‘Myer, with their big central buying organisation, 
tend to buy in Melbourne and disregard manufacturers in the smaller States’. Myer had 
acquainted the Premier already with its position of buying locally but neither shareholders 
nor the wider public knew of that. 

According to another Myer internal report, the Trade Practices Commission (WA branch) 
would examine whether the Myer takeover would lead to ‘dominance of a market’.83 
The Commissioner concluded that it would not since department stores competed with 
discount stores, specialty shops, boutiques—that is, the full range of retail outlets. A 
Boans-Myer merger would account for only 5 per cent of the Western Australian retail 
earnings.84 His Honour, Judge Olney, on the other hand, in responding to Parry-initiated 

78 Memo, D.J. Knight to R.J. Rechner, ‘Boans takeover’, 1 Feb. 1984. The memo reads in part: ‘To date 
the Parry advertisements have not been answered. I suggest that our failure to respond gives credence 
to the Parry claims and may create an adverse image of Myer.’ Knight estimates the Parry expenditure 
of $50,000 on advertising and recommends an initial allocation of $15,000 and ‘should commence 
production immediately.’ 

79 Memo, R. Siedle to D.J. Knight, ‘Public opinion and government action in the Boans takeover: analysis 
and recommendations, 31 Jan. 1984. VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

80 To paraphrase Canon Chasuble in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (Act Two), ‘My 
metaphor was drawn from baseball.’ Kevin Parry was a keen baseball fan and a major sponsor of WA 
baseball at Parry Field, WA’s first purpose-built baseball stadium.

81  Memo, R. Siedle to D.J. Knight, ‘Public opinion and government action as factors in the Boan takeover: 
analysis and recommendations’, 31 Jan. 1984; Memo D.J. Knight to R.J. Rechner, ‘Boans Takeover’, 1 
Feb. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

82  Correspondence, Freehill, Hollingdale & Page with Muir Williams Nicholson, to Mr. J. Golal, Corporate 
Affairs Commission, 25 Jan. 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

83  Memo R. Siedle to W.A. Dawson, ‘Boans takeover report for week ending Jan. 15th’, Item 5, 15 Jan. 
1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

84  Correspondence, David Mattingly, MDA Mattingly, to R.J. Rechner, Myer Melbourne Ltd, 25 Jan. 
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litigation, believed there was a serious question as to whether all the requirements of the 
Companies (Western Australia) Code had been complied with but concluded that, ‘The 
interests of shareholders are, and will be best served by allowing them to consider on their 
merits the two offers presently available to them and on the basis of those offers to reach 
their own conclusions.’ 85

13.0 Myer Group Triumphant:

Before making its public bid, Myer held more than 10 per cent of the Boans shareholding. 
It was required by law, therefore, to obtain acceptances from at least 75 per cent of the 
2,600 shareholders subject to the bid. Further, it had to get 90 per cent of the capital, 
from 3,947 shareholders, before it could enforce a compulsory acquisition. The Parry 
Corporation, on the other hand, held only 4 per cent of the shares and so needed to 
acquire 6 per cent of issued shares or secure acceptances from about 25 per cent of the 
ordinary shareholders to block Myer from compulsory acquisition.86

By the end of February 1984, Myer had secured 59 per cent of the issued capital, and by 8 
March had received acceptances from more than 2,600 of the 3,947 shareholders; it now 
held 80.58 per cent of Boans shares, with the offer to close on 19 March.87 It had no legal 
obligation to make an offer for the preference shares until it was entitled to 90 per cent of 
the issued capital. After the offer had closed, Myer would get an independent valuation 
before making an offer to preference shareholders, according to a letter from the Myer 
chairman to Boans shareholders.88

The Parry Corporation held only 10.02 per cent of the issued capital by the end of the 
first week in March, and advised Boans shareholders that, should circumstances remain as 
they are now, ‘we will not be in a position to control the affairs of Boans, and accordingly 
cannot ensure that shareholders discount in Boans will be maintained.’ 89 Parry also 
advised shareholders that the Parry Corporation would extend the period in which their 
offer was available from 14 February until 16 April. Three days before the Myer $11.65 
deadline, Parry Corporation announced that it was selling its 303,000 shares to Myer, 
so giving Myer more than 95 per cent of Boans. Parry made a profit of $503,000, after 
taking into account costs associated with the takeover battle. 90 Myer was now the biggest 
department store operating in WA: to its four existing department stores it added another 

1984, VSL, CMA, Box 1793.

85  Correspondence, Parry Corporation Ltd to Boans Shareholders, 6  March 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 
1027.

86  Brian Frith, ‘Parry tactic enlivens Boans struggle’, The Australian, 19 Jan. 1984.

87  Correspondence, S.B. Myer, Myer Emporium Ltd, to Shareholders, 8 March 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 
1027.

88  Correspondence, S.B. Myer, Myer Emporium Ltd, to Shareholders, 8 March 1984, VSL, CMA, Box 
1027.

89  Correspondence, Parry Corporation Ltd to Shareholders, 6 March 1984. A Note, dated 7 March, 
extending the offer period, was enclosed with the letter, VSL, CMA, Box 1027.

90  Daily News, 16 March 1984, West Australian, 17 March 1984, Melbourne Age, 17 March 1984. 
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eleven as well as six more discount stores.91

14.0 The Last Day:

When Ron Flematti locked the Murray Street doors for the last time, at 1.00 pm 
on Saturday 12 April 1986, a demolition crew was waiting in the wings to wreck the 
department store that after ninety years still registered in people’s minds as Boans For 
Service. The day before, columnist Bill Bailey had written:

There is a certain sadness about watching a shop die and death is very near for 
Boans. Floor after floor has been closed and in the parts still open customers 
rummage for illusive bargains amid the diminishing stock and make their 
farewells to worried staff, uncertain about their future.92

Everyone expected the last week of trading to be a marvellous event — ‘amid nostalgia, 
tears, quiet reflection, noisy exuberance — and a spree of thieving’, but no one expected 
it to be the trading success that it was.93 It started slowly and ended like the day before 
Christmas. Grandparents brought their grandchildren into the city to bid farewell to a 
store which had been a family tradition ‘for generation after generation’. According to 
Mark Thornton’s account in the West Australian, shoplifters had been busy during the 
previous week but now, on the closing Saturday, they were almost frantic.94 Some wrote 
their own prices on the already marked-down price tags, he said. One woman demanded 
to see the store manager when she was caught changing $50 to $5 on a price tag.  Others 
swapped tags to reduce even further the generous closing down prices. Two women were 
caught red-handed in a change-room stuffing dresses into their bags. But no lady (and no 
man) who went a-thieving was charged.

Shoppers took pictures of one another in front of Boans logos or on the stairs or beside 
a staff member who had served them well over the years. Many staff members wept 
openly as the door-closing deadline approached, and at cash desks queues stretched for 
25 metres.95 Many staff not rostered that day, and some long-retired employees, felt they 
had to pay the City store a visit. Cynthia Bailey of Marmion worked in administration in 

91  The four department stores it already had were Perth, Fremantle, Floreat Park and Karrinyup. It now 
added the Boan branches of Perth, Carousel, Garden City, Grove, Innaloo, Karrinyup, Melville, Morley; 
Albany, Bunbury and Geraldton. Myer owned the following Target discount stores: Fremantle (1972), 
Morley City (1973), Carousel (1974), Victoria Park (1977), Innaloo (1981), Midland (1982), Geraldton 
(1982), Bull Creek (1983) and Balga (1983). Myer Properties Ltd’s investments in regional shopping 
centres and other retailing properties included Innaloo (1983), Flinders Square (1981), Noranda Square 
(1983), Fremantle (1972), and Kewdale and Castlegrove (adjacent vacant blocks of industrial land). 
Source: ‘Myer Operations in Western Australia: a summary of the growth and development of the 
retailing and property operations of the Myer Emporium Ltd in Western Australia’, Jan. 1984. VSL, 
CMA, Box 1027.

92  West Australian, 11 April 1986.

93  West Australian, 14 April 1986.

94  Mark Thornton, ‘A day of mixed feelings at Boans’, West Australian, 14 April 1986. Details of shoplifting, 
and the swapping of price tags in this paragraph, and shoppers photographing one another and weeping 
staff are also taken from this article.

95  West Australian, 14 April 1986.
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1961. She went in just to say ‘goodbye’, and walked up the stairs to the top floors that were 
closed to the public to quietly reflect on the passing of an era. ‘I bought a couple of hats for 
ten cents as mementos. It was a sad day and I had to be part of it.’ 96 Margaret Campbell 
of Balga, who had worked for Boans between 1918 and 1922, came to pay tribute and 
remembered, ‘What a great firm it was to work for all those years ago. I can still see the 
late Harry Boan, a big, bearded, kindly man. He’d walk through the store with a smile for 
all, knowing and addressing most of us by name.’ 97

Joan Campbell of St James (no relation to Margaret Campbell) had worked in cosmetics 
for more than twenty years, most of them on the Revlon counter. To her, ‘Boans was a part 
of Perth and it had been a part of Perth all my life. I was upset, very upset the day that we 
closed’. It was her rostered day off and she was supposed to accompany her husband to 
watch Swan Districts play football, a Saturday ritual for many years. ‘You can go. I’m not 
going. I’m going into work,’ she told him. She did not want nor did she expect to be paid. 
‘I couldn’t miss it, I had to be part of it,’ she recalled with almost tearful passion twenty-
two years later.98 Some stayed away, the final day too painful an experience especially with 
the demolition imminent. Mrs L. Davis of Joondanna didn’t like the idea at all. ‘Poor old 
Harry Boan would turn in his grave if he knew what was happening.’ Frank Boan’s widow, 
Betty Canny who was in Perth at that time, said she was devastated. ‘We don’t count for 
anything anymore, we’re just has-beens. When I go into Boans and look around, I feel 
so terribly sad about it. I just think of my late husband and what he would feel.’ 99 But 
not everyone was so heart-broken. Lindsey Clinton-Burns who had begun at Boans as a 
barber in 1951, intending to stay only a fortnight, said that the ‘super store’ planned for 
the site would more than compensate for the passing of the old one.100

96  West Australian, 15 April 1986. 

97  West Australian, 12 April 1986. Margaret Campbell remembered that when the news first came through 
that the First World War had ended that staff were given the day off. It was a false alarm but when 
realised a couple of hours later it was too late to call back the sales assistants so the office staff had to 
come down to serve on the counters. ‘They were cutting off pieces of cheese, tying string around it and 
selling it without wrapping it. That took a bit of living down,’ she recalled with amusement. She also 
remembered that employees with more than six months service were given an extra week’s pay at Easter 
while those with more than twelve months service were given an extra fortnight’s pay. ‘So we all had 
money for the holiday break,’ she said. Then there was the time, Margaret said, when one of the girls lost 
her handbag and all its contents a day after receiving her pay. She was crying when Harry Boan walked 
past and asked what was wrong. Later that day he sent her a new bag containing a new pay cheque.

98  Joan Campbell, Interview, 14 May 2008.

99  These two quotes are from Jan Oldham, ‘Save Boans’ survey, Sunday Independent, 13 April 1986.

100  West Australian, 14 April 1986. Thora Harper was another not saddened by the demise of her former 
employer. According to Bill Bailey in the West Australian, 16 April 1986, communist grandmother, 
Mrs Harper, still carried the scars of the Depression after fifty years. She said that, ‘There was nothing 
romantic about being a junior shop assistant in Boans or many other places in my young days, towards 
the end of the Depression. At the age of fourteen I stood in huge queues outside the office doors in 
Boans for as long as they saw fit, sometimes from 8.30 a.m. to 1.00 p.m., only to be rewarded by the 
sight of an arm issuing through an aperture in the door waving us away.’ Mrs Harper also asserted 
that even when she went to Aherns, another department store, she could not get a job until she had 
bought ‘a cheap crucifix to wear and gave myself a good Irish name because they wouldn’t hire anyone 
but Catholics’. I have not found any evidence of sectarian practice by either Boans or Aherns; quite the 
contrary in fact. Eventually Mrs Harper did get a start at Boans but concluded that ‘I can honestly say 
that Boans turned me into a Communist.’



293

It was also a time for reflection. Columnist Athol Thomas wrote that, ‘We are in danger 
of thinking of the old Boans building as a pair of interesting, if not noble facades. But 
what has gone on between the Wellington Street and Murray Street walls is at least as 
important as the architecture.’ 101 For Thomas, and many of his readers, Boans was more 
than a place to shop: it was an institution.

The new Perth Boans department store — the Forrest Chase Development — was to be 
the flagship of the Myer empire. The Boans Myer regional general manager, John Anson, 
confidently asserted that:

The new Boans store will become a major focal point for shopping in this city. 
And yet it will still be Boans. The old traditions of personalised service will 
continue. The aromas of tea and coffee and spices and gourmet food will be 
there in a magnificent new food hall which will offer so much more than we 
would ever have been able to in the old store.102

Jane Morrison, now reconciled to the passing of Boans Ltd, said that she looked at the 
total development and saw ‘that it is very exciting for the people of Perth’, made more so 
when Queen Elizabeth II opened Forrest Chase on 23 April 1988 as her first Bicentennial 
duty.103 The new store offered an international standard of retailing—but the challenge 
was to convince the people of Perth that it would match the Boans they had known for 
so long.

15.0 G. J. Coles – Waiting in the Wings:

The Myer Group needed at least twelve months to consolidate its position. It was 
unaware, however, that G. J. Coles & Co. Ltd was waiting in the wings. Coles had seen 
Myer itself as a possible takeover target for some years and had noted its acquisition of 
other department stores—Grace Brothers, for example, and now Boans. At a Coles board 
meeting on 8 July 1985 the directors decided to acquire The Myer Emporium Ltd and 
on 6 August the Myer board recommended acceptance of the Coles offer. The takeover 
had taken less than a month. A week later, Brian Quinn, the Coles managing director and 
chief executive, said:

We recognise that the greatest single asset of any company is its staff. At 
Coles we have a long tradition of caring for staff, of recognising and 
rewarding ability and of being conscious of the importance of every person 
as an individual, however large the total company may become. I want to 
make it clear from the start that there will be no major changes to Myer or its 
subsidiary components.104

101  Athol Thomas, ‘Boans you have been served’, West Australian¸24 Feb. 1986.

102  This quotation and the following one are from an advertisement that appeared in Daily News, 14 
April 1986.

103  West Australian, 8 April 1986.

104  Coles Myer 1985: document of events leading to the merger of The Myer Emporium Ltd & G. J. Coles & 
Co Ltd, Melbourne, Vic.: Coles Myer Ltd, 1986, Limited Edition. Quinn was jailed for two-and-a-
half years in 1997 for defrauding the company of $4.5 million of shareholder funds he used for home 
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To Coles, the Boan name held no value nor had it any legal obligation to honour promises 
or agreements Myer might have made with respect to staffing and local suppliers. For them 
it was more efficient to advertise nationally the new Coles-Myer logo than to retain Boans 
as a separate identity. According to Benness, Boans staff received good superannuation 
and good golden handshakes but many lost their jobs, including most of the buyers. For 
those Boans and Myer staff who stayed on, the next eight months proved to be very rough 
sailing. ‘They had to play second fiddle to people brought in from other States and I was 
disappointed at that aspect of it,’ said Benness. 105

16.0 Conclusion:

In Chapter Eight I showed how Boans Ltd was vulnerable to takeover. In this chapter I 
have described the technical and strategic procedures by which it was accomplished. The 
major shareholders were well-rewarded financially but it was clear that share price was 
not the major concern—one suitor, the Parry Corporation Ltd was rejected in that regard. 
The Winnilya shareholders wanted the best deal for the on-market shareholders and they 
successfully negotiated this with Myer Properties Ltd. Although there were tensions in 
the family — between the women who were the major shareholders, and with a former 
family member who was also an executive director but who made a pre-emptive bid for 
the Winnilya shares — the corporate leadership and fiduciary responsibility shown by the 
other members of the board and its chairman, J.B. Morrison, were exemplary and in the 
best interest of shareholders.

Corporate growth in many successful Australian companies has been by horizontal 
integration through acquisition of complementary entities. The Myer Group wanted to 
achieve economies of scale in Western Australia and this it did through the acquisition 
of Boans Ltd. This cemented its position as Australia’s dominant retailer. It was to prove 
a short-lived victory as it, too, became a takeover target for G.J. Coles & Co. Ltd. Coles 
was a retailing chain that viewed its operation nationally not locally—in marketing, 
advertising, buying power and corporate branding. Promises given by Myer Properties to 
Boans stakeholders in the heat of takeover battle now counted for nothing when Myer 
became Coles-Myer.

The takeover of an iconic Western Australian brand by an inter-state company revealed a 
depth of community feeling not realised when David Jones acquired the Ahern company 
or Myer purchased the Bairds company. These smaller West Australian businesses always 
remained family companies and neither grew in either size or stature to match Boans Ltd. 

Media stories about the rise and fall of Boans as an institution as well as a department 
store, letters to the editor, talk-back radio, and the behaviour of staff and customers during 
the final trading week, reveal something of the role the ninety-year-old company had 

renovations between 1982 and1988. Justice Vincent said that his sentencing decision was tempered 
‘with a measure of compassion’ for the ‘substantial ridicule and humiliation’ that Quinn had experienced. 
This led one commentator to remark, ‘The bigger you are the softer you fall.’ John van der Velden, 
‘Corporate Rorts, the law and the rich’, www.Greenleft.org.au/node/15801.

105  E. Benness, BL, Interview, OH 2585, Tape 8A, p. 100 and J.B.Morrison, Personal communication, 
12 Nov. 2007.
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played in the social, economic and retailing life of the State. The corporate citizenship 
the company had displayed under Harry and Frank Boan, the service it had provided to 
generations of customers had resulted in sustained customer loyalty. The obligation of 
tzedakah showed that service to customer and community was also good business. As the 
first of the demolition hammers fell on the ageing City store to make way for a new, more 
modern department store around the perimeter of which were up-market specialty shops, 
there were those who saw the end of an era of customer and community service. Others 
saw the beginning of a new and exciting future for department store retailing.
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CHAPTER TEN

DISCUSSION

Business histories are rare in Australian scholarship, especially in the field of department 
store retailing. This is surprising, given their economic and social significance from the 
second half of the 19th century onwards. A number of historians have lamented this 
seeming lack of scholarly interest in the genre and so this thesis is a significant and timely 
contribution to the literature. The thesis — the first examination of the Perth-based 
Boans Ltd department store — answers three questions:

1. Why was Boans Ltd the success that it was?

2. What, in Western Australia from 1895 onwards, gave businessmen like Harry and 
Frank Boan an opportunity or created the need for them and their staff to change what 
they were doing or the way they were doing it? 

3. Why was Boans Ltd so vulnerable to a takeover so easily accomplished in March 1984?

There were four key elements that played an important role in the company’s success: 
corporate leadership, strategic growth, innovation, and corporate citizenship. Fleming, 
Merrett and Ville’s The Big End of Town influenced my analytical approach.

1. Why was Boans Ltd the success that it was?

The strategic location in 1895 of Boan Bros on the northern edge of the central business 
district opposite the Central Railway Station was critical to the firm’s success at a time when 
the area was dismissed as a commercial backwater. Perth was an isolated, frontier society 
free from large commercial competitors. Although it had a rapidly growing population 
it was not yet large enough when Harry Boan arrived to support more than one or two 
large-scale department stores—a branch of the Melbourne-based Foy & Gibson Ltd 
also opened in the same year. The social and economic conditions and political stability 
in Western Australia from the mid-1890s onwards provided the merchant entrepreneur 
with a large-scale retailing opportunity.

A second factor crucial to success is the recognition and reputation of a department store 
and its standing within its community. It is a position not easily won but can very quickly 
be lost. The benchmark is quality of service and in this Boans was exemplary. Boan 
Bros (1895-1918) made service a priority in its marketing and customer relations. Then 
Boans Ltd (1918-1984) adopted the slogan “Boans For Service”. There was a cluster of 
components to the service it offered its customers and suppliers.

It was often said and popularly believed that if you could not get it at Boans you could 
not get it anywhere. This reputation arose from the wide and comprehensive range of 
merchandise available as well as the lengths to which staff would go to satisfy customer 
needs. The efficiency of its mail order department that serviced a State one-third the size 
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of Australia effectively drove the message of Boans For Service.

Other components of Boans For Service included the long-term provision of free 
metropolitan delivery of merchandise and free public transport at sales time. Frank Boan’s 
regular enquiry as to the number of customers through the door further indicates the 
central position the customer had in the world of Boans retailing. Innovation in customer 
services and facilities were also a part of the cluster: the introduction of product warranties 
(in radios, for example) before they were standard practice; the provision of child-care 
centres while parents shopped—these were a significant part of Boans For Service.

A third success factor pertains to the nature of department store retailing. Again there 
is a cluster of components; one of them is purchasing power. Frank Boan had said to 
Newton Roberts: ‘You don’t make money on selling. You make it on the discount you get 
through buying power.’ The company sourced merchandise from all over the world, often 
specially commissioned for Boans, as well as from local manufacturers. This meant a wide 
and diverse product range, and coupled with a high volume cash turnover, enabled the 
company to adopt a cost leadership strategy. 

These then were the specific factors of success: location, a service orientation and 
commitment to its customers, and the components of department store retailing broadly 
regarded as economies of scale that gave a high profile to the company name and cemented 
customer loyalty.

Let me now discuss the four specific elements referred to earlier.

Corporate leadership:

Two generations of the Boan family were at the helm—Harry the prime mover (1895-
1934) followed by son Frank (1934-1967). Although different in personality and 
management style they shared a common set of core values arising from their Jewish 
heritage in which there was an obligation to serve customers as well as the community. 
It was this obligation — tzedakah — that I believe was the basic principle that enabled 
them and their enterprise to play a dominant role in transforming retailing in Western 
Australia.

But they were not alone. They were supported by a group of able, salaried men who joined 
the company in its infancy—Henry Williams, Horace Davenport, J.W. Vivian, Alfred 
Moore and Robert Bowen had all joined the company by 1919. They shared similar 
experiences—war service and the Depression, for example—and provided managerial 
expertise, mentorship and stability for more than seventy years as the firm evolved from 
a culture of entrepreneurial to something approaching a form of managerial capitalism.

Edwin Benness who joined the company in 1932 rose through the ranks to become both 
managing director and chairman of directors from 1970 until 1978. His leadership oversaw 
the transition to the third generation. Rupert Boan, grandson to Harry and nephew to 
Frank, was a third generation member of the family. He joined the company in April 1953 
and although possessing something of his grandfather’s flair for merchandising, did not 
live up to expectation and resigned in March 1975. Frank’s two daughters, Susan and Jane, 
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were also third generation but neither sought nor were encouraged to join the company. 
Along with their mother they enjoyed an investment income as rentier. Both girls married 
young and their husbands joined the firm, Geoffrey Bingemann, a pharmacist, in May 
1961, J.B. Morrison, a chartered accountant, in January 1968. Family tensions following 
Frank Boan’s death in 1967 and environmental turmoil in the 1970s contributed to the 
company’s ownership and management passing out of Western Australia.

Inspirational leadership and stable management coupled with a sustained cost leadership 
strategy gave the company a sense of direction and a high profile in the community. It was 
a symbiotic relationship such as few companies have enjoyed in Western Australia. As the 
State grew economically and changed socially, so did Boans: it both shaped and responded 
to consumer expectations. It was said that the company owed Western Australia a lot; it 
could also be said that Western Australia owed the company a lot more.

This management stability and corporate loyalty was an outstanding feature of the company 
but there was no infusion of new blood into the executive after 1970. The perception—by 
Rupert Boan, by non-executive director Brigadier Jamieson (‘I always regarded the board 
as being like a gentleman’s club’) and J.B. Morrison, the last managing director—was that 
the company was conservatively managed. Sections of the financial press also perceived 
this to be the case, expressing the view in the late 1970s that the company was a takeover 
opportunity, given the department store rationalisation through mergers and acquisitions 
in the previous decade.  

The pole star that guided the corporate leadership for more than 80 years, however, was 
the concept of tzedakah, best expressed in the company slogan, Boans For Service.

Strategic growth:

The direction of a company’s growth involves both horizontal and vertical integration to 
gain economies of both scale and scope. Boans employed backward integration, so lowering 
transaction costs, through the development of its East Perth factory. It manufactured a 
range of furniture and bedding, and processed and pre-packaged food, which were then 
sold in its City, and later, its suburban stores. When the company entered the commercial 
contracts market, it supplied made-to-order products for such projects as the Adelphi 
Hotel (1935) and the post-Second World War housing and apartment market. The arrival 
of television in 1959 was a further opportunity, this time for forward integration since the 
company built a modern TV workshop in East Perth and provided a mobile technical 
service to back-up its in-store television sales.

It was the horizontal integration of suburban and regional branches — geographic 
diversification — that was the key to the company’s continuing dominance in Western 
Australia. Frank foreshadowed at the 1957 AGM the development of ‘all-under-one-
roof ’ out-of-town shopping after his visit to the United States in 1955. The Waverley 
store in Cannington opened in September 1958. It was the company’s and the State’s 
first response to changing patterns of retailing occurring overseas. The concept secured 
the company’s competitive edge over its rivals as it increased the scale of its operation 
regionally to Bunbury (1960), Albany (1966) and Geraldton (1975).
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The size of the Boans operation was a competitive force that gave it bargaining power 
with its suppliers. Staff travelled overseas looking for new suppliers and new ranges of 
merchandise. Boans joined buying groups, nationally at first but then internationally, 
that gave it further negotiating advantage with manufacturers. This product and market 
diversification was essential to its strategic growth since it provided customers with a 
range of quality, often unique, merchandise at affordable prices. A common expression for 
many years was ‘If you can’t get it at Boans, you can’t get it anywhere.’

The company’s main method of growth was by internal expansion, rather than by either 
merger or inter-firm agreement. It used its internal resources (retained earnings and 
family dividends) and access to bank credit to finance its capital works of expansion and 
renovation from 1895 until it became a public company in 1954. The floating of the 
company coincided with the strategic decision to develop suburban shopping centres and 
so the capital markets became its main source of finance. This pattern of growth was 
similar to that of many Australian companies but what was distinctive was that approaches 
to the capital markets were always quickly oversubscribed.

Two competitors unable to cope with the financial difficulties of the 1970s — David Jones 
and Walsh’s — presented Boans with sound acquisition opportunities in 1978. Then the 
acquisition of a six-store discount chain of homewares, Barkers (Holdings) Pty Ltd in 
the suburb of Victoria Park, in 1982 diversified the company into a different style of 
retailing. Such acquisitions were rare in the company’s history. On the other hand, Boans 
had also rejected an acquisition overture from Myer and a takeover move from the Parry 
Corporation.

Innovation

Innovation provided a strong competitive advantage—in capital and minor works, 
technology, merchandising, marketing, customer service, store layout and organisational 
improvements. In many cases these innovations were first introduced by Boans; its 
competitors copied but seldom surpassed them.

Between 1895 and 1938, the City store was expanded from a single-storey frontage in 
Wellington Street to a multi-storey emporium with two street frontages that included 
Murray Street. The projects were massive and the talk of the town at the time they were 
undertaken. The design was informed by overseas observation and the construction 
involved state-of-the-art building techniques and materials. The City store became 
a palace for the qualitative consumption of merchandise and a range of customer 
services in advance of the times, aided by lift, elevator, refrigeration, cash transfer and 
air-conditioning technologies—and free public transport at sale times. These were the 
observable innovations. Less obvious but still advantageous were the changes in methods 
of accounting for stock control, financial management and budget reporting.

Boans advertising was an industry leader in the early days but while competitors copied, 
and in some cases caught up, the size and penetration of its campaigns kept it ahead of the 
field. Competitors could not match the company’s award-winning window displays and 
tableux, its in-store settings for furniture and home furnishings. In merchandising, Boans 
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dealt directly with suppliers and bulk purchased for discount. It integrated backwards into 
manufacturing (furniture) and forwards into after-sales service (television), and centralised 
its warehousing at the Cannington Distribution Centre to serve its suburban and regional 
network. Although not the first to introduce self-service, Boans was quick to adopt a good 
idea and offered pre-packaged foods prepared in its East Perth facilities. Other consumer 
innovations of note were custom credit, in store currency and shareholder discounts.

Continuous innovation permeated the organisation’s culture and contributed to why the 
company was the success that it was.

Corporate citizenship:

Harry’s high profile and sustained involvement in the establishment of a children’s hospital 
and the preservation of Keane’s Point as an asset for the people are the more dramatic 
community examples of his obligation of tzedakah. An analysis of his Contributions 
ledger revealed an ecumenical approach to community endeavours with a special interest 
in the welfare of children, the aged and the infirm. His two periods as a parliamentarian, 
however, although acknowledged as ‘community service’, cannot be regarded as a success. 
The skills of a businessperson, which he undoubtedly had, are not those generally required 
for political success. Harry was a man of decisive action who accepted responsibility for 
the decisions he made and the activities in which he engaged. Although popularly elected, 
no concrete achievements emerge from his time in the WA Legislative Council.

Harry Boan’s Will reflected the philosophy of tzedakah by which he had lived: ‘For many 
years past, Boans Ltd have made contributions to charitable and benevolent institutions, 
and I feel confident that the same spirit will be continued by that company after my 
death.’ 1

Frank Boan succeeded his father. Although differently talented, he was equally passionate 
about customer and community service—‘How many customers today?’ was the first 
question he asked on receiving each day’s takings; it was a constant theme in his AGM 
addresses to shareholders. Such a focus on customers and customer satisfaction by 
founding father and following son, and the management teams they lead, enabled the 
locally owned company to adapt and respond to turbulent business environments, and to 
maintain its leading position in the WA marketplace. 

Tzedakah is further illustrated through Frank’s establishment of Torchbearers for Legacy, 
his personal contribution to the WA Medical School fund, and the company’s facilities and 
support offered war service organisations. Boans For Service encapsulated the company’s 
guiding philosophy that ensured its staff and customer loyalty, and commercial success.

After Frank Boan’s death in December 1967, the company developed a more politically 
oriented approach to its community stewardship. It restricted the range and amount 
it donated to charitable causes as it recognised the economic realities of the time and 
concentrated on its core activities. As an analysis of the Director’s Minutes revealed, in 
the period May 1977 to December 1982, forty-nine donations were made, to the value of 

1 See p. 163, Footnote 11.
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$56,243. Nearly 60 percent ($33,043) was given to prominent charities associated with 
Frank Boan while 22 per cent ($12,550) went to the WA Liberal Party. 

The combination of corporate leadership, strategic growth, innovation and corporate 
leadership enabled Boan Bros to expand quickly into a dominant position whereby it 
was the leading player in a comparatively small market. As Boans Ltd, it maintained 
and consolidated its position as Western Australia’s iconic department store, its 
trajectory mirroring the economic and social development of the State. The centre of 
retailing gravity, however, had shifted from the CBD to the suburbs by the mid-1960s. 
New or revitalised forms of retailing emerged in the form of grocery chains (Coles and 
Woolworths), discount stores (Target and Kmart) and specialised boutiques. These more 
progressive competitors were a threat to traditional department store management and 
practice. While the business entity has disappeared, Boans For Service remains in the 
memory of several generations of loyal customers.

2. What were the opportunities and threats that required an adaptive 
response?

Seven kinds of situations presented management with opportunities or threats that required 
an adaptive response. One group was the national events that represented both a patriotic 
and a commercial opportunity: Federation (1901), Anzac Day (25 April), royal marriages 
(Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip of Greece and Denmark, 1947), coronations (King 
Edward VII, 1902; Queen Elizabeth II, 1953), visits (Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke 
of Edinburgh, 1954) and funerals (King George VI, 1952). Boans, like other enterprises, 
celebrated and solemnised these occasions with flag and bunting decorations, illuminated 
friezes, window displays and specially commissioned cutlery and crockery that attracted 
customers by day and spectators by night. There was often a competitive element to these 
displays and Boans usually outdid its institutional rivals in the scope and scale of its 
spectaculars while still preserving good taste. These events were opportunities that could 
not be ignored.

Another set of opportunities coincided with capital works programs. These were 
commercial as well as celebratory occasions. There were major CBD expansion projects in 
1899, 1906, 1912 and 1938, for example. There were also significant renovations such as 
the installation of lifts and escalators or the renovations of various floors such as the dining 
room and rooftop restaurant or the installation of a fashion hall and performance stage, 
a hairdressing salon or an art gallery. These minor works were timed to be completed or 
operational when significant events such as seasonal sales or festive celebrations took place. 
They were the coat-hook, so to speak, on which the company could hang merchandising 
opportunities. Physical expansion was built on commercial success, financed by retained 
earnings, family finance and bank loans (until Boans became a public company and so had 
access to capital markets), as the enterprise positioned itself as Western Australia’s major 
department store.

Two major events over which the company had no control that necessitated major 
adjustments were the First and Second World Wars. First Boan Bros and then Boans 
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Ltd had to manage with a depleted staff as able-bodied men, and women (particularly 
in the Second World War), joined up. The company had to cope also with a shortage 
of resources and merchandise, imported from overseas sources as well as that locally 
supplied, as war effort manufacturing took precedence. Rationing extended not only to 
merchandise (butter and sugar and clothing, for example) but to such commodities as 
petrol. This particularly affected Boans as it had a large fleet of vehicles engaged in mail 
and phone order deliveries, and so had to truncate its services.

The Wars also provided opportunities for community service. Staff activities illustrated 
how what began as the personal obligation of tzedakah could become a part of a firm’s 
culture. Members of staff invested in war bonds; the staff raised money to purchase an 
ambulance; the company sent food parcels to staff on active service, including those who 
were prisoners-of-war. The City store also became the centre of war service activity—
fund-raising endeavours such as exhibition billiard matches and photographic exhibitions 
highlighting the cost of armaments; the provision of bomb shelters and emergency shelter 
training for civilians, and the training of staff in wartime first aid.  

The Great Depression was a fourth kind of challenge to which the company had to respond. 
It was financially the most difficult period faced until the retailing environment of the 
1970s but it was an opportunity for management to do things differently, to cut costs yet 
maintain employment. The Depression drove the company’s profit profile into negative 
territory and increased the provision for bad debts. The company responded in three ways. 
It introduced with staff consent a rostered system of employment, not unique to Boans 
but as the State’s largest private employer, more far-reaching in its beneficial impact. It 
contracted for a major capital undertaking, unique to Boans, which provided employment 
at a crucial time, funded by retained earnings and assisted by Bank-borrowed money that 
was comparatively cheap. It established a barter system with its primary producers—eggs, 
cheese and butter, almonds—in which produce ‘of merchantable quality’ was exchanged 
for credit in their Boans account. While bartering was not a practice particular to Boans, 
the size of the company’s operation made this Depression measure significant.

As in the First and Second World Wars, the Depression became an opportunity for staff to 
play an important role in community service, to demonstrate the company’s commitment 
to tzedakah. Two major welfare projects involved children. The first was a sponsored 
seaside holiday; the second was the manufacture of warm clothing and the repair and 
recycling of discarded footwear during a bitter winter.

Unpredictable seasonal and world market variations—flood, drought and bushfire, and 
major fluctuations in demand and price for the primary products of wheat and wool—were 
acts of God (and man) over which the company had no control. They affected the pastoral 
and the agricultural communities, and the infrastructures that supported them—sheep 
shearing and wool-clip services, the sale and service of agricultural machinery and the 
labour markets, for example. These events affected the amount of money flowing through 
the community, as did bumper harvests and record wool prices. The purchasing power 
and the propensity of customers to spend had an impact on Boans’ sales and ultimately 
its net profit.
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Post-War Reconstruction after 1945 was a sixth set of opportunities affecting not only 
department stores but also almost every aspect of the country’s economic activity. There was 
pent up demand for goods and services as a reaction to the constraints implemented and 
experienced during the War. Boans acquired merchandise from a variety of international 
sources as it sent its staff to Europe, Asia and America on buying expeditions. The size 
of its operation gave it purchasing power but it also formed liaisons with various buying 
groups to enhance its purchasing power still more. It could now offer customers a wide 
range of quality merchandise at competitive prices. A further benefit was its access to 
market and industry-sensitive information.

Finally, the development of urban shopping centres and the decentralising of retailing away 
from the CBD that Frank Boan witnessed on his visit to the United States provided the 
company with a far-reaching strategic opportunity for market penetration and profitable 
growth between 1958 and 1977. It was also able to acquire two competitors, David Jones 
in 1978 and Walshs in 1979.

The way in which the company responded to opportunity and adapted to changes in the 
retailing environment contributed to its success and profitability.

3. Why was Boans Ltd so vulnerable to a takeover so easily accomplished 
in March 1984?

The rationalisation of department store ownership through merger and acquisition that 
began in the 1960s was disturbed by the turbulent decade of the 1970s. Boans Ltd was 
still the big frog in the comparatively small pond of the Western Australian market. But it, 
too, was affected by high interest rates, escalating wage and salary awards, substantial rises 
in rates, taxes and utilities, as well as new legislative requirements—all added to the cost 
of doing business. While sales revenue increased, it was more the consequence of rising 
prices than because of an increase in sales volume.

There were two other major problems: the ageing and, by now, inefficient City store, given 
its size and land value, associated with unproductive space, goods handling, transport 
facilities and traffic congestion; the smaller area of selling space in some suburban and 
regional stores than was viable for a contemporary department store. The net result was 
that the company was not making sufficient profit for its investment in these fixed assets. 

The main competitive threats were the emergence of national and international buying 
groups by the discount and grocery chains, and the ability of companies that had a national 
presence — Coles, Woolworths, Myer, for example — to amortise their advertising 
budgets across all markets, in television especially.

The company’s consolidated profit before taxation, and trading profit after taxation, 
was strong (1980-1982); it maintained its dividend payments of 18-20 cents per share. 
Earnings per share declined, however, from 140 cents per share in 1977 to 30 cents per 
share in 1980, and the return on investment, from 11.9 per cent in 1976 (when a national 
average was 8.8 per cent) to 3.6 per cent in 1980 (when a national average was 10.8 per 
cent). These declines were troubling to Frank Boan’s eldest daughter, Mrs Susan Vincent, 
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a non-executive director whose shareholder wealth and dividend income were intimately 
connected with the Boans performance.

Frank Boan created a family company, Winnilya Pty Ltd, in 1956 to hold enough ordinary 
shares (39 per cent) to make the company impregnable to takeover. After his death, the 
three shareholders – his widow and two daughters – lived as rentier on the investment. 
Susan Vincent saw that the company was under-performing as a business entity and that 
her sizeable investment was not attracting the return that she believed it should. She was 
also disenchanted by the direction she perceived the board to be taking – to sell off some 
of its city properties, acquired by her father and grandfather, to finance the development 
of a smaller but more modern department store in the CBD. She decided to sell her shares 
to the Myer group, and persuaded her mother to do the same. This was the catalyst for the 
takeover. After a short but intensive battle between the locally based Parry Corporation 
Ltd and the Melbourne-based The Myer Emporium Ltd, Myer Properties Ltd acquired 
Boans Ltd in March 1984, and brought to an end the history of Western Australia’s most 
iconic department store that had served the people of Western Australia for ninety years.

This thesis is a major contribution to the business, social and cultural history of 
department store retailing in Australia and, because business history in Australia is still 
underdeveloped, hopefully, to Australian history in general. The account, embedded in 
the social and economic development of the state of Western Australia, has been based on 
the fourfold structure of corporate leadership, strategic growth, innovation and corporate 
citizenship.  Its research is under-pinned by access to rare financial and company data. 
Two generations of the Boan family founded and built the company to its pre-eminent 
position guided by an obligation of tzedakah. A third generation without the desire, the 
competence, the opportunity or the belief in the company’s future, enabled ownership to 
pass easily to inter-state interests. It could be argued, however, that Susan Vincent and her 
mother’s decision to sell their shares in Winnilya Pty Ltd ensured that there was sufficient 
value still in the company that made it an attractive takeover at a time of great turbulence 
in the Australian retailing environment. It is, nevertheless, a classic tale of ‘clogs to clogs 
in three generations’.
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APPENDIX INT. 1.A

Illuminated Scroll presented to Harry Boan Esq., JP

28 March 1914

To Harry Boan Esq., J.P.

Dear Sir,

On behalf of the employees of Messrs Boan Bros., we desire, on the eve of your departure 
on a business and pleasure trip to Europe, to wish you “bon voyage” and to express the 
hope that the trip will be entirely beneficial to yourself and conducive to the welfare of 
the business.

The staff trusts that your visit to distant climes will be enjoyable, and will also serve to 
further convince you of the potentialities of Western Australia; also that the members of 
your family and yourself will return thoroughly rejuvenated is our sincere wish.

In conclusion, we beg your acceptance of the accompanying memento, from the whole of 
the staff, who warmly appreciate the generous spirit that has uniformly actuated you in 
your relation towards us.

Signed on behalf of the employees,

We are,

Dear Sir,

Yours faithfully,

H. Williams

W. Chapman

H. J. Davenport

Perth. W. A.

March 28th 1914.
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APPENDIX INT. 1.B

The original scroll and the ornate presentation case in which it was presented to Harry Boan 
28th March 1914. 

Source: Private collection. Photos courtesy of C. Cave.
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APPENDIX 1.1

Sectoral distribution of top 100 firms 1910-1986 and

Changes in number of top 100 firms by industry between years

(Australian Standard Industrial Classification 1969)

A B C D E F G Other

1910 9 13 30 9 - 28 11 0

1930 6 (-3) 5 (-8) 39 (+9) 10 (+1) - 31 (+3) 5 (-6) 4

1952 1 (-5) 9 (+4) 55 (+16) 3 )-7_ - 27 (-4) 4 (-1) 1

1964 (-1) 5 (-4) 71 (+16) 2 (-1) 2 18 (-9) 2 (-2) 2

1986 2 (+2) 18 (+13) 51 (-20) 1 (-1) 6 (+4) 7 (-11) 5 (+3) 11

Source: The Big End of Town, Table 2.5, p. 22 and Table 2.7, p. 23.

Australian Standard Industrial Classification, 1969

A Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting
B Mining
C Manufacturing
D Electricity, Gas and Water
E Construction
F Wholesale and Retail Trade
G Transport and Storage
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APPENDIX 1.2

Retailing Companies Ranked by Assets in top 100 

Non-Financial Companies 1910-1986

and Boans Ltd (as defined by ASIC Sub-division F48)

1910
Companies Rank Total Assets (£A) Where registered

Farmer & Co Ltd 46 538,980 England

Buckley & Nunn Ltd 66 387,240 England

Finney Isles & Co Ltd 73 330,220 Queensland

Nicholson & Co Ltd 98 212,430 NSW

Mean Assets All Companies: £946,996, Boans Bros: Not available

1930
Companies Rank Total Assets (£A) Where registered

Myer Emporium Ltd 15 4,999,629 Vic

Anthony Hordern & Sons Ltd 26 3,248,452 NSW

David Jones Ltd 42 2,113,222 NSW

Farmer & Co Ltd 43 1,946,126 England

Marcus Clark & Co Ltd 48 1,841,152 NSW

Mark Foys Ltd 61 1,388,220 NSW

O Gilpin Ltd 88    979,757 Vic

Buckley & Nunn Ltd 92    942,523 Vic

Murdoch’s Ltd 98    854,943 NSW

Mean Assets All Companies: £2,748,511, Boans Ltd: £629,149

1952
Companies Rank Total Assets (£A) Where registered

Myer Emporium Ltd 14 17,179,986 Vic

Woolworths Ltd 28 10,344,907 NSW

G.J. Coles & Co Ltd 30   9,626,802 Vic

David Jones Ltd 40   7,483,352 NSW

Foy & Gibson Ltd 52   5,981,205 Vic

Amalg. Retail. Ltd/Waltons Ltd 54   5,950,292 NSW

Anthony Hordern & Sons Ltd 71    4,664,403 NSW

York Motors (Holding) Ltd 81    4,369,493 NSW

Cox Brothers (Australia) Ltd 92    3,573,898 Vic

Farmer & Co Ltd 98    3,328,647 England

Mean Assets All Companies: £9,969,744, Boans Ltd: £2,396,181
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1964
Companies Rank Total Assets (£A) Per cent Australian equity

Woolworth Ltd 12 72,427,000 100

Myer Emporium Ltd 13 71,995,000 100

Coles (G.J.) & Co Ltd 18 58,365,000 100

Waltons Ltd 22 48,348,000 100

Jones (David) Ltd 29 43,198,000 100

Palmer (H.G.) (Consol.) Ltd 34 40,208,000 100

Cox Brothers (Australia) Ltd 44 27,785,000 100

Grace Brothers Holdings Ltd 72 18,834,000 100

Martin ( John) & Co Ltd 95 14,678,000 100

Mean Assets All Companies: £41,574,000, Boans Ltd: £2,965,162 

1986
Companies Rank Total Assets ($m) Where registered

Coles 7 3.635 Australia

Woolworths 29 1.372 Australia

David Jones 37 1.033 Australia

Waltons-Bond 100 0.272 Australia

Mean Assets All Companies: $1.416, Boans Ltd (1984): $0.062

Source: Grant Fleming, David Merrett and Simon Ville, The Big End of Town, Appendix C: Top 100 non-financial 
companies ranked by assets, 1910-1997 (supplied by one of the authors). The Boans Ltd figures are taken from the 
financial statements for the relevant year. 

In the Australian Standard Industrial Classification, 1969, Section F is Wholesale and Retail Trade; F48 is Retail Trade. 

APPENDIX 1.2
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APPENDIX 1.3

Share of Consumer Goods (in %) in Manufacturing Output

Selected Countries 1910-1988

United States Japan Germany Britain Australia

1910 57

1913 21

1917 21

1918 42

1919 45

1929 27

1930 20 47 44 36

1948 20 38

1952 35

1953  24

1954 30

1964 21

1973 14 15 17 24

1986 18

1987 13

1988 12  

Source: Based on Fleming and others, The Big End of Town, Table 2.10, p. 28.

This data covers the top 200 manufacturing firms for each nation, and manufacturing 
among the top 100 for Australia.

Note that consumer goods at the time of the First World War form a high proportion of 
manufacturing output in Australia (57%), Britain (45%) and Japan (42%).

In Australia, the proportion is still high during the Depression (1930 – 36%) and in the 
years following the end of the Second World War (1954 – 35%). The proportion is also 
high for Japan and Britain. Both Germany and the United States remain relatively stable 
from 1913 to 1954.

The manufacture of consumer goods as a proportion of the total manufacturing output 
in Australia was greater in 1964 (21%) than in 1973 for the United States (14%), Japan 
(15%) and Germany (17%) and exceeded only by Britain (24%).
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There has been a decline in the share of consumer goods in Australian manufacturing 
output, from 57% in 1910 to 18% in 1986. It reflects the diversification of manufacturing 
in the economy and has been offset by the growth in imported consumer goods.
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APPENDIX 1.4

Maimonides’ Eight Levels of Charity

Source: Mishneh Torah, Laws of Charity, 10:7–14

There are eight levels of charity, each greater than the next.

(1)  The greatest level, above which there is no greater, is to support a fellow Jew by 
endowing him with a gift or loan, or entering into a partnership with him, or 
finding employment for him, in order to strengthen his hand until he need no 
longer be dependent upon others.

(2)  A lesser level of charity than this is to give to the poor without knowing to whom 
one gives, and without the recipient knowing from who he received. For this is 
performing a mitzvah solely for the sake of Heaven. This is like the “anonymous 
fund” that was in the Holy Temple [in Jerusalem]. There the righteous gave in 
secret, and the good poor profited in secret. Giving to a charity fund is similar to 
this mode of charity, though one should not contribute to a charity fund unless 
one knows that the person appointed over the fund is trustworthy and wise and 
a proper administrator, like Rabbi Chananyah ben Teradyon.

(3) A lesser level of charity than this is when one knows to whom one gives, but the 
recipient does not know his benefactor. The greatest sages used to walk about in 
secret and put coins in the doors of the poor. It is worthy and truly good to do 
this, if those who are responsible for distributing charity are not trustworthy.

(4)  A lesser level of charity than this is when one does not know to whom one 
gives, but the poor person does know his benefactor. The greatest sages used 
to tie coins into their robes and throw them behind their backs, and the poor 
would come up and pick the coins out of their robes, so that they would not be 
ashamed.

(5)  A lesser level than this is when one gives to the poor person directly into his 
hand, but gives before being asked.

(6)  A lesser level than this is when one gives to the poor person after being asked.
(7)  A lesser level than this is when one gives inadequately, but gives gladly and with 

a smile.
(8)  A lesser level than this is when one gives unwillingly.
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APPENDIX 1.5

Who or What is an Entrepreneur?

Carolyn Cresswell established the gourmet muesli brand Carman’s Fine Foods, in 1991. 
As an 18-year-old, she paid $1000 for a homemade muesli business selling cereal and 
muesli bars through a few cafes around Melbourne. In an interview with the Australian’s 
Morris Kaplan, who edits the Entrepreneur column, she said: ‘The entrepreneur in me 
kicked in in 1991. That’s what entrepreneurs do; they’re good at spotting and running 
with an opportunity. It’s what sets them apart. I looked at the opportunity and thought, 
yes I can do this. After two years I bought my partner out; she didn’t enjoy working until 
one or two in the morning packing product. It was a struggle. I went through five years 
with no employees.’ Kaplan commented on Cresswell’s evaluation that ‘from kitchen table 
entrepreneur to mid-sized player in the food industry’ she ‘may have all the hallmarks of 
the toil and struggle that most entrepreneurs confront.’ 1

Arthur Byrne revealed an entrepreneurial drive at an early age. Obituaries editor, T. 
Mendez, wrote, ‘Young Arthur and brother, Leo, always looked out for ways to make 
money. They caught fish and sold them on buses, then bought a horse and sold rides to 
local kids. Not content with income from rides, Arthur gathered the horse manure, bagged 
it and sold it as fertiliser.’ Byrne went on to develop an international market for easy-
opening garage doors through his company, B&D Roll-A-Door. When Neil Armstrong 
walked on the Moon in July 1969, B&D ran a TV commercial featuring the astronauts 
discovering a Roll-A-Door with a bemused Chips Rafferty (an Australian actor) behind 
it, sitting astride a billycan and greeting them with: “G’day, mate, what kept ya?”2 

Reinhard Ringler, an Austrian millionaire, was an opportunist of a different kind. He 
found a ring outside a Salzburg hotel that belonged to pop-culture celebrity Bianca 
Jagger (once the wife of Mick Jagger, lead singer with the Rolling Stones); it was valued 
at €200,000. There was a dispute over the payment of the reward that is required by 
Austrian law. According to a newspaper report, ‘Austrian law requires that Ms Jagger 
pay Mr Ringler, an entrepreneur, 5 per cent of the ring’s value.’ What personal attributes 
earned Herr Ringler the sobriquet ‘an entrepreneur’? He found the ring (by chance) and, 
thinking it was worthless, gave it to his 13-year-old daughter. He was unaware that either 
Ms Jagger had offered a reward or that Austrian law required that 5 per cent of the ring’s 
value was to be paid to the finder.3 

A headline in the Property section of the West Australian claimed that ‘Entrepreneurial 
Perth moves up corporate ranks’. Vivienne Ryan’s story was based on a report — Westward 

1 M. Kaplan, ‘Pushing muesli brand to the limits’, Weekend Australian, 19-20 Sept. 2009, Business Section, 
p. 30.

2 ‘Iconic vision a life’s work’, reproduced in the West Australian, Obituaries, edited by T. Mendez, 13 Oct. 
2009, p. 44.

3 ‘Jagger bid to settle ring saga’, West Australian, 9 Sept. 2009, p. 38.
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Bound? Perth’s Emerging Corporate Power — that resulted from a joint research project 
involving the Committee for Perth think-tank and the University of Western Australia. 
Her story began: ‘Perth is gaining ground on Sydney and Melbourne as a corporate hub 
driven by its entrepreneurial culture which makes it a top place to live, according to a new 
study.’ UWA Professor of Human Geography, Matthew Tonts, headed the study. He said: 
‘WA and Perth in particular, has a number of characteristics that mean we grow our own 
companies and I think a little bit of that is the tyranny of distance, and we also have a 
culture of being entrepreneurial.’ Western Australian companies listed earlier on the stock 
exchange (than do companies in other States), he said, because ‘a lack of access to venture 
capital funds made them stretch their boundaries.’ He went on to say, ‘In many ways they 
need to think outside the square a little bit, so they tend to be more risk-oriented.’4

John Toussaint was the head of technical services in the National Theatre Company of 
Western Australia during the 1970-1980s. He toured Eastern States companies looking 
for ways and means of doing things better that might be of value to someone so far away 
from the eastern seaboard. His wry observation on return was that he had learnt nothing; 
his peers had learnt from him. They could reach for the telephone; he had to improvise.5

The label ‘entrepreneur’ has often been associated with sharp practice as the following 
Australian Financial Review headline might suggest: ‘Australian entrepreneurs refused bail 
in Dubai’ – ‘Two Australian property entrepreneurs were refused bail by a Dubai court 
on Tuesday after strenuously denying charges they were a part of a group of executives 
who allegedly unlawfully gained 44.1 million dirham ($14 million) in commissions on 
a land deal that went sour.’6 In his entry on Entrepreneur for the Historical Encyclopedia 
of Western Australia, Crawley, WA: UWA Press, 2009, business journalist J. McIlwraith 
wrote: ‘Entrepreneurs have played a colourful and sometimes beneficial role in Western 
Australia’s development, though, in the WA context, “entrepreneur” has also sometimes 
come to be associated with sharp practice.’

Each of these scenarios represents a stereotype widely held about what is an entrepreneur. 
The examples illustrate preconceived views which have ‘undoubtedly impeded the 
economic analysis of the entrepreneur’ and according to Mark Casson, ‘many of the 
qualities with which the heroic stereotype is imbued are simply a reflection of contemporary 
cultural attitudes.’ Even so, the stereotype is useful since it implies ‘a correlation between 
various personal characteristics and entrepreneurial activity’ by drawing attention to 
family background, personal qualities and the business methods of the entrepreneur that 
facilitates the framing of hypotheses.7

4 V. Ryan, ‘Entrepreneurial Perth moves up corporate ranks’, West Australian, 23 Sept. 2009, p. 63

5 Personal communication.

6 L. Allen, ‘Australian entrepreneurs refused bail in Dubai’, Australian Financial Review, 17 Sept. 2009, 
p. 44.

7 M. Casson, The Entrepreneur: an economic theory, pp. 5-6.
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APPENDIX 2.1

 The Case for Thomas Boan’s Conversion to Judaism

Historian H. Rubenstein, in her The Jews in Australia: a thematic history 1788-1945, 
Port Melbourne, Vic.: William Heinemann Australia, 1991, at p. 372, says that ‘Harry 
Boan was the son of a Jewish mother and a non-Jewish father. Unlike most of his 
contemporaries in the same situation he was brought up in his mother’s religion, and 
although he does not appear to have involved himself in communal affairs he remained at 
least nominally faithful to Judaism.’ 

Rubenstein cites two authorities—G. Bolton (for information about Harry Boan’s 
parliamentary career) and ‘additional information from Isidore Solomon of Melbourne.’ 
In the first of two email communications with me Dr Rubenstein said: ‘I have checked 
the “Jewish Chronicle” archives and I find no record of any Anglo-Jewish family called 
Boan. It appears in other records as a native English surname, primarily in the South and 
South-West of England. Thus I believe that my information was correct—that Thomas 
Boan was a non-Jew.’

Of Isidore Solomon, Dr Rubenstein said that as President of the Melbourne Hebrew 
Congregation he was ‘extremely au fait’ with its archives, including records of conversions 
to Judaism. ‘As I understand the matter,’ she said, ‘he suppressed those records relating 
to conversions because he thought that the descendants of converts to Judaism would be 
offended/embarrassed/distressed if the fact they had a former gentile in their family tree 
were to become public knowledge. So he did not make the relevant Beth Din records 
available to the Australian Jewish Historical Society’ in Victoria. [A Beth Din, also spelt 
Beit Din, is a Jewish religious court.] Rubenstein continued, ‘Since he was familiar with 
such matters himself, and a mine of minutiae relating to Jewish history on Oz, especially 
Victoria, I have no reason to doubt what he told me—that Thomas Boan was not a Jew. 
What might have been omitted by Isidore was the fact that Thomas Boan converted to Judaism. 
[My italics.] If that was the case, he and his wife would have been married by a Rabbi/
Minister who travelled to country Victoria for the purpose – perhaps from Melbourne, or 
possibly from Ballarat.’ I could find no evidence of who conducted their marriage ceremony 
in 1856. G. Blainey records in A History of Victoria, Melbourne, Vic.: CUP, 2006, p. 114, 
that ‘civil marriages performed in a registry office were uncommon’; most couples married 
in a church. Harry Boan’s grandchildren, the daughters of Frank Boan, both believe that 
their great-grandfather, Thomas Boan, was a Jew. (Personal communication with Susan 
Clements (née Boan) and Jane Morrison (née Boan).)

The Dunolly & Bet-Bet Shire Express of 28 April 1871 reported on a public meeting 
called to elect Trustees for the Public Cemetery. Five men represented the Church of 
England, Roman Catholics, Wesleyans and Presbyterians.  The fifth Trustee was recorded 
as ‘Hebrews, Mr. Thomas Boan, Jones Creek.’ A plaque at the Pioneers’ Cemetery today 
lists the trustees by name and religious affiliation, including the name of Thomas Boan. 
In response to this information, Dr Rubenstein, in her second email, said: ‘Since he was 
recorded as “Hebrew” I assume he was a convert— which would allow him to participate 
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in almost all rites as if born a Jew.’ Email communication, 14 and 23 February 2011.

Thomas Boan died late on Saturday night, 13 June 1908, at his Parkside home in 
Melbourne. He was buried the next day, Sunday, and ‘the remains were interred in the 
Melbourne Cemetery’, according to a report in the Barrier Miner, 15 June 1908. The 
burial followed the death so quickly that a telegram did not reach sons Harry (in Perth) 
and Ernest (in Broken Hill) until Monday 15 June 1908. [The same report claims that 
Thomas Boan ‘was an American by birth, and was in many respects a typical Yankee.’ 
Thomas Boan was born in England.] According to Rabbi W. Dosick in Living Judaism: 
the complete guide to Jewish belief, tradition and practice, NY: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998, pp. 
303-304, ‘When a Jew dies, Jewish law and tradition require that the funeral and burial of 
the deceased take place as soon after death as possible—ideally within twenty-four hours, 
but certainly within forty-eight hours.’ I have not discovered any documents relating to 
Thomas Boan but his burial so soon after his death is in keeping with Jewish law, further 
evidence that he was a convert to Judaism.

As a convert, Thomas Boan would have taken his commitment seriously. He was a role 
model for his children in community service, and would have complemented the influence 
Rachel had on the spiritual and ethical development of their children including the 
obligation of tzedakah. Blainey in A History of Victoria, Ch. 7, ‘Sunshine and Moonshine’, 
gives a portrait of the religious character of Victorian society after 1850. ‘In the 1860s 
Victoria went through a religious awakening,’ he said. ‘This wild, rush-about, brawling 
society of the 1850s almost knelt in the aisles in the 1860s.’ (p.111) For Blainey, the 
evidence was strong that Christianity in Victoria ‘was now more influential than in the 
British Isles.’ (p. 113)Perhaps two-thirds of Victorians over the age of 15 attended church 
regularly and if one added the children who went to Sunday School, ‘the churches probably 
had close contact with at least four of every five Victorians old enough to sit still.’ (p. 112). 
It is likely that the ecumenical composition of the Jones Creek population provided a 
strong moral framework for its citizens, especially its children.
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APPENDIX 2.3

Broken Hill Selected Meteorological Data

Temperature, Rainfall and Cloud Cover

1891-2011

(Recorded at Stephens Creek Reservoir, Broken Hill)

Mean Maximum and Minimum Temperature (Degrees C) for years 1940-1970

Hottest and Coldest Three Months

December January February June July August Annual

Maximum 31.5 32.7 31.3 15.7 15.3 17.5 24

Minimum 16.6 18.1 17.9 4.6 3.8 5.2 10.9

Mean Rainfall (mm) for years 1891-2011

Wettest and Driest three months

December January February April July August Annual

Mean 
Rainfall 

22.3 20.7 22.9 15.2 15.4 15.2 222.6

Mean No 
Days of 

Rain 
3.1 2.3  2.2  2.0  2.9  2.9 44.1 

Mean 9am cloud cover (oktas) for years 1940-1969

December January March May June July Annual

1.8 1.8 1.9 2.8 2.9 2.4 2.3

In meteorology, an okta is a unit of measurement used to describe cloud cover. On a 
synoptic chart, sky conditions are estimated in terms of how many eights of the sky are 
hidden by cloud. A completely clear sky registers 0 oktas, a register of 2 oktas means a 
quarter of the sky is covered while a completely overcast sky registers 8 oktas.

Source: www.bom.gov.au/climate/averages/tables/cw-047007.shtml 
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APPENDIX 3.1

New capital formation for railways, telegraphs, 

water & sewage and public works

(£)

1890 – 1900

Year Railways Telegraph
Water & Sew-

age
Bridges & Har-

bours
Public Build-

ings

1890 15 32 8 29 84

1891 435 463 19 110 144

1892 2,314 124 23 851 453

1893 4,792 56 14 900 569

1894 4,537 81 7 1,046 419

1895 4,500 343 36 1,720 986

1896 8,154 695 99 1,504 2,018

1897 12,726 566 1,717 3,111 3,021

1898 10,251 156 2,329 3,338 2,332

1899 4,243 2 3,044 2,576 927

1900 3,030 24 6,653 2,687 969

Source: Extracted from R. T. Appleyard, ‘Western Australia: economic and demographic growth, 1850-1914’, Table 
6.3, Western Australia: new colonial government capital formation 1872-1900 (£), in C. T. Stannage (Ed.), A New 
History of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA: University of WA Press, 4th Impression, 1987, p. 217.

Note the increase in expenditure on railways from 1896 to 1898, and the growth in 
telegraphic services in 1896 and 1897. This government expenditure (rather than private 
enterprise expenditure) on communication infrastructure was significant for companies 
like Boan Bros. who had extensive mail order departments and many country customers.
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APPENDIX 3.2

Land use City of Perth Central Business District

1904 and 1911

1904 1911

Vacant land 10% ---

Residential land 33% 20%

Commercial land Less than 25% More than 40%

Shops & Hotels 33% 33%

Source: C. T. Stannage, The People of Perth: a social history of Western Australia’s capital city, Perth, WA: Perth City 
Council, 1979, p. 243.

Note: the absence of vacant land by 1911, the decline in residential land as people moved 
out into the suburbs and the stability of land given over to shops and hotels, as well as 
the dramatic increase in land available for commercial purposes such as banks, insurance 
companies and warehouses.
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APPENDIX 3.3

Boan Bros Contributions to Charity

November 1910–July 1918

Date Receiver  Amount-£ Classification

8/28/1913 Tammin Agricultural Show  1.1.0 Agricultural Show

2/29/1912 Mundaring Agriculural Show  1.1.0 Agricultural Show

1/18/1913 Agricultural Hall (Tammin)  1.1.0 Building Fund - Country

4/1/1912 Congregational Hall (Kellerberrin)  10.6 Building Fund - Country

10/2/1911 Congregational Church (Carnarvon)  1.1.0 Building Fund - Country

7/21/1911 Coorow Hall  10.6 Building Fund - Country

5/20/1913 Greenough Church  10.6 Building Fund - Country

1/19/1911 Jandakot Agricultural Hall  10.6 Building Fund - Country

7/21/1911 Korrelocking Hall  10.6 Building Fund - Country

9/19/1911 Waterloo Agricultural Hall  10.6 Building Fund - Country

12/17/1910 Yallingup Hall  10.6 Building Fund - Country

4/3/1912 Osborne Park Hall  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

3/1/1913 North Fremantle Church  2.2.0 Building Fund - Metro

4/25/1911 Salvation Army Hall (Maylands)  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

 20/5/1912 Armadale Church  5.5.0 Building Fund - Metro

3/20/1913 Baptist Church (Midland Junction)  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

6/16/1911 Church Extensions Society  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

6/17/1912 Church Extensions  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

6/10/1913 Church Extensions Society  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

11/11/1913 Congregational Church (Cottesloe)  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

6/10/1912 Congregational Church (Victoria Park)  2.2.0 Building Fund - Metro

7/23/1913 Mundaring Presbyterian Church  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

5/23/1913 Nedlands Church  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

9/20/1913 Ross Memorial Church  1.1.0 Building Fund - Metro

11/19/1910 WA Widows and Orphans Fund  3.3.0 Charity

7/27/1915 Unemployed Fund  50.0.0 Charity

12/6/1913 Distressed Farmers  100.0.0 Charity

4/24/1918 Metropolitan Charities  500.0.0 Charity

9/1/1911 Narrogin Avondale Railway  1.1.0 Charity

6/20/1913 St Vincent de Paul  1.1.0 Charity

3/21/1916 Soldiers Queen  57.16.6 Charity Collection

3/15/1916 Wholesale and Retail Queen  50.5.11 Charity Collection

4/18/1916 Cottesloe Queen  36.18.4 Charity Collection

3/24/1916 Geraldton Queen  40.12.7 Charity Collection

3/28/1916 Labor Queen  41.7.6 Charity Collection

10/3/1917 Parkerville House per Popular Ladies 
Effort

 10.10.0 Charity Collection
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Date Receiver  Amount-£ Classification

10/25/1917 Parkerville House per Popular Ladies 
Effort

 13.2.9 Charity Collection

10/18/2017 Parkerville House per Popular Ladies 
Effort

 20.0.0 Charity Collection

4/4/1916 Rowley Queen  50.12.0 Charity Collection

12/16/1910 Children’s Protection Society (1906)  5.5.0 Children

7/10/1911 Children’s Protection Society (1906)  1.1.0 Children

12/1/1911 Children’s Protection Society (1906)  5.5.0 Children

1/8/1913 Children’s Protection Society (1906)  5.5.0 Children

5/6/1912 Salvation Army Band  1.1.0 Cultural

4/20/1911 Salvation Army Band  5.0 Cultural

3/21/1916 Soldiers Band  25.0.0 Cultural

3/18/1913 Subiaco Orchestral Society  1.1.0 Cultural

11/28/1913 Wickepin Brass Band  1.1.0 Cultural

3/25/1911 Dr Summers (Music)  1.1.0 Cultural

5/23/1911 German Club  2.2.0 Cultural

7/17/1912 Metro Liederstafel  1.1.0 Cultural

5/21/1913 Metro Liederstafel  1.1.0 Cultural

2/21/1913 Music Festival (for Dr Summers)  1.1.0 Cultural

12/18/1912 Our Boys Band  1.1.0 Cultural

9/20/1913 Our Boys Band  1.1.0 Cultural

12/9/1913 Perth City Band  1.1.0 Cultural

3/20/1912 Perth Concert Band  10.6 Cultural

12/24/1910 Glendalough Industrial School [Boys] 
(R.C.)

 1.1.0 Education

4/8/1911 Home of Good Shepherd [Girls Indust. 
School] (R.C.)

 2.2.0 Education

12/4/1911 Glendalough Industrial School [Boys] 
(R.C.)

 5.5.0 Education

8/9/1912 Home of Good Shepherd [Girls Indust. 
School] (R.C.)

 1.1.0 Education

12/2/1912 Glendalough Industrial School [Boys] 
(R.C.)

 5.5.0 Education

12/4/1914 Glendalough Industrial School [Boys] 
(R.C.)

 5.5.0 Education

11/26/1915 Glendalough Industrial School [Boys] 
(R.C.)

 5.5.0 Education

9/16/2011 Christian Brothers College  2.2.0 Education

9/25/2011 Christian Brothers College (Sports)  1.1.0 Education

9/14/2012 Christian Brothers College (Sports)  1.1.0 Education

9/25/2013 Christian Brothers College (Sports)  1.1.0 Education

4/15/1912 Convent of Mercu, Victoria Square  1.1.0 Education

12/13/1911 Loretto Convent  10.6 Education

10/10/1913 Loretto Convent  1.1.0 Education

7/2/1913 St Brigid’s Convent  1.1.0 Education

7/19/1913 St Joseph’s Convent  1.1.0 Education

11/29/1910 Jewish Relief (per Lazarus)  10.10.0 Hebrew

2/1/1912 Jerusalem Children’s Hospital  2.2.0 Hebrew

10/29/1915 Jewish Relief (per Lazarus)  10.10.0 Hebrew
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Date Receiver  Amount-£ Classification

4/19/1917 Jewish Sufferers Relief  25.0.0 Hebrew

1/3/1911 Children’s Hospital  20.0.0 Hospital

4/20/1911 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

9/22/1911 Children’s Hospital  25.0.0 Hospital

3/26/1912 Children’s Hospital  330.0.0 Hospital

4/20/1912 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/6/1912 Children’s Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

12/6/1912 Fremantle Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

12/6/1912 Hospital for the Insane  10.10.0 Hospital

12/6/1912 Perth Public Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

4/4/1913 Children’s Hospital  200.0.0 Hospital

12/1/1913 Children’s Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

12/1/1913 Fremantle Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

12/1/1913 Perth Public Hospital  10.10.0 Hospital

8/11/1914 Perth Public Hospital  10.0.0 Hospital

12/10/1914 Children’s Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/10/1914 Fremantle Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/10/1914 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/9/1915 Children’s Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/9/1915 Fremantle Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/9/1915 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/11/1916 Children’s Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/11/1916 Fremantle Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/11/1916 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

2/9/1917 Children’s Hospital  200.0.0 Hospital

3/31/1917 Fremantle Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/13/1917 Base Hospital, Fremantle  5.5.0 Hospital

12/13/1917 Children’s Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/13/1917 Fremantle Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/13/1917 Perth Public Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital

12/11/1916 Sanitorium Wooroolloo  5.5.0 Hospital

12/13/1917 Sanitorium Wooroolloo  5.5.0 Hospital

12/9/1915 Victoria (King Edward?) Hospital Subi-
aco

 5.5.0 Hospital

12/11/1916 Victoria (King Edward?) Hospital Subi-
aco

 5.5.0 Hospital

12/12/1917 Victoria (King Edward?) Hospital Subi-
aco

 5.5.0 Hospital

5/23/1911 Norseman Hospital  2.2.0 Hospital (Country)

4/12/1912 Moora Hospital  1.1.0 Hospital (Country)

6/5/1912 Norseman Hospital  1.1.0 Hospital (Country)

6/5/1912 Laverton & District Hospital  1.1.0 Hospital (Country)

6/6/1912 Laverton & District Hospital  10.6 Hospital (Country)

5/12/1913 Laverton & District Hospital  1.1.0 Hospital (Country)

8/13/1913 Norseman Hospital  1.1.0 Hospital (Country)

12/13/1917 Menzies Hospital  5.5.0 Hospital (Country)

9/1/1911 King Edward Memorial  3.3.0 Memorial
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Date Receiver  Amount-£ Classification

1/19/1912 C.Y. O’Connor Memorial  5.5.0 Memorial

10/27/1911 Chapman Missions  10.10.0 Mission

8/24/1913 Congregational Home Missions  2.2.0 Mission

3/26/1913 Diocesan Board of Mission  1.1.0 Mission

12/20/1917 Little Sisters of the Poor  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

1/9/1915 Red Cross Society  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

6/4/1915 Red Cross Society  10.0.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

7/30/1915 Red Cross Society  100.0.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

4/11/1916 Red Cross Queen (Charity collection)  41.13.1 Organisat’n (Charitable)

7/23/1917 Red Cross  10.0.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

10/16/1917 Red Cross Limericks  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

4/16/1918 Red Cross Society  500.0.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

5/9/1918 Red Cross (Tea-Room takings)  30.2.3 Organisat’n (Charitable)

12/6/1910 Silver Chain  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

11/24/1911 Silver Chain  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

12/20/1911 Silver Chain  2.2.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

12/18/1912 Silver Chain  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

11/8/1913 Silver Chain  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Charitable)

5/22/1911 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

6/6/1911 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

6/6/1911 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

5/13/1912 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

6/10/1912 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/6/1912 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/6/1912 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

5/12/1913 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

5/27/1913 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/1/1913 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/1/1913 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

6/8/1914 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/10/1914 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/10/1914 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

5/20/1915 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/9/1915 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/9/1915 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

6/14/1916 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/11/1916 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/11/1916 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

4/27/1917 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/13/1917 Deaf & Dumb Institute (Cottesloe 
1900)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)
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Date Receiver  Amount-£ Classification

12/13/1917 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

7/8/1918 Lady Lawley Cottage (Cottesloe)  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

9/29/1911 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 1.1.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

9/26/1912 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 1.1.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/6/1912 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

9/30/1913 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 1.1.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/1/1913 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 10.10.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/10/1914 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/9/1915 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/11/1916 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

12/13/1917 Victoria Institure for the Blind (May-
lands)

 5.5.0 Organisat’n (Disability)

3/25/1911 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

3/7/1912 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/6/1912 Convalescent Home  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Health)

3/27/1913 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

7/28/1913 Consumptive Home  25.0.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/1/1913 Convalescent Home  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Health)

3/27/1914 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/10/1914 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

4/13/1915 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/9/1915 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

5/5/1916 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/11/1916 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

12/13/1917 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

5/15/1918 Convalescent Home  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Health)

5/12/1911 Fremantle Poultry Society  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Primary prod.)

4/23/1912 Fremantle Poultry Society  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Primary prod.)

8/20/1912 Fremantle Poultry Society  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Primary prod.)

4/19/1913 Fremantle Poultry Society  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Primary prod.)

6/5/1913 Midland Junction Poultry Society  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Primary prod.)

12/6/1913 Salvation Army Home (Collie)  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

1/11/1912 British & Foreign Bible Society  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

1/8/1913 British & Foreign Bible Society  3.3.3 Organisat’n (Religious)

6/29/1911 Foldfields Bishopric Fund  25.0.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

6/8/1917 Christians of Lebanon  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/6/1912 Roman Catholic Institution  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/1/1913 Roman Catholic Church  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/10/1914 Roman Catholic Institution  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/9/1915 Roman Catholic Institution  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/11/1916 Roman Catholic Institution  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)
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12/13/1917 Roman Catholic Institution  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/6/1910 Salvation Army  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/9/1915 Salvation Army  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/11/1916 Salvation Army  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/13/1917 Salvation Army  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/6/1910 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

9/4/1911 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  2.2.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/1/1911 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

9/7/1912 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  2.2.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/6/1912 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  10.10.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/10/1912 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  1.1.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

2/26/1913 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  2.2.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

8/27/1913 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  10.6 Organisat’n (Religious)

9/11/1913 Salvation Army (Self Denial)  2.2.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

12/10/1914 Salvation Army Institute  5.5.0 Organisat’n (Religious)

1/20/1911 Anglican Orphanage  2.2.0 Orphanage

6/10/1911 Father Connolly Orphanage  2.2.0 Orphanage

11/2/1911 Althorp Orphans Home  1.1.0 Orphanage

6/14/1912 Anglican Orphanage  2.2.0 Orphanage

12/6/1912 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 10.10.0 Orphanage

6/26/1913 Children’s Home, East Perth  5.5.0 Orphanage

8/10/1913 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 1.1.0 Orphanage

10/13/1913 Anglican Orphanage  2.2.0 Orphanage

12/1/1913 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 10.10.0 Orphanage

12/2/1913 Glendalough Orphanage  5.5.0 Orphanage

11/28/1914 Foundling Home  5.5.0 Orphanage

12/10/1914 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 5.5.0 Orphanage

12/9/1915 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 5.5.0 Orphanage

12/11/1916 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 5.5.0 Orphanage

11/17/1917 Archbishop Riley Orphanage  50.0.0 Orphanage

12/13/1917 Church of England Institution (Or-
phanage?)

 5.5.0 Orphanage

12/12/1910 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage

4/1/1911 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage

1/22/1912 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  50.0.0 Orphanage

11/20/1912 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  1.1.0 Orphanage

11/20/1912 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  1.1.0 Orphanage

12/6/1912 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  10.10.0 Orphanage

6/20/1913 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  3.3.0 Orphanage

12/1/1913 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  10.10.0 Orphanage

12/10/1914 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage

12/9/1915 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage
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12/11/1916 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage

2/26/1917 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  105.0.0 Orphanage

12/13/1917 Waif ’s Home (Parkerville, 1902)  5.5.0 Orphanage

12/30/1910 Liberal League  25.0.0 Political

11/21/1911 Liberal League  25.0.0 Political

7/20/1912 Liberal League  25.0.0 Political

2/26/1913 Liberal League (Frank Wilson)  25.0.0 Political

10/3/1916 Referendum Fund  50.0.0 Political

10/31/1911 Saturday Afternoon Movement  3.3.0 Political

4/6/1916 Sir Walter James  20.0.0 Political

8/12/1911 Victoria Plains Farmers Association  10.6 Political

8/6/1912 Victoria Plains Farmers Association  10.6 Political

8/28/1913 Victoria Plains Farmers Association  10.6 Political

4/25/1914 Farmers Settlers Association  10.10.0 Political

8/4/1911 Chamber of Commerce  1.1.0 Professional

10/21/1911 Chamber of Commerce  2.2.0 Professional

7/20/1912 Chamber of Commerce  1.0.0 Professional

10/20/1912 Chamber of Commerce  2.2.0 Professional

5/5/1913 Chamber of Commerce  2.2.0 Professional

8/5/1913 Chamber of Commerce  2.2.0 Professional

9/23/1915 Employees Federation  5.5.0 Professional

5/26/1916 Commerc’l Travel’s Assoc’n - Aeroplane 
Fund

 5.5.0 Professional

10/21/1911 8 Hours Day (Sports)  2.2.0 Recreation

9/3/1912 8 Hours Day (Sports)  2.2.0 Recreation

9/12/1913 8 Hours Day (Sports)  2.2.0 Recreation

8/22/1911 18 ft Sailing Club  1.1.0 Recreation

8/20/1912 18 ft Sailing Club  1.11.6 Recreation

8/21/1913 18 ft Sailing Club  1.1.0 Recreation

8/12/1913 Dorakin Rifle Club (Light Horse)  2.2.0 Recreation

4/20/1911 East Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

10/21/1911 East Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

3/20/1912 East Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

3/20/1913 East Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

5/16/1913 East Perth Football Club  4.0 Recreation

3/20/1913 Eight Oar Crew  5.5.0 Recreation

5/5/1911 Fremantle Bowling Club  5.5.0 Recreation

3/6/1913 Guildford Sporting Club  1.1.0 Recreation

9/20/1913 Highgate Cricket Club  1.1.0 Recreation

4/12/1911 Interstate Eight (Rowing)  1.1.0 Recreation

8/16/1913 Konongorring Cricket Club  10.6 Recreation

5/23/1911 Lion Mill Football Club  10.6 Recreation

8/21/1913 Merredin Distric Race Club  1.1.0 Recreation

7/8/1913 Metro Rifle Club  3.0.0 Recreation

4/24/1913 Mornington Mills Football Club  10.6 Recreation

9/20/1911 Mounts Bay Sailing Club  10.6 Recreation

8/30/1913 Newcarnie Cricket Club  10.6 Recreation
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8/5/1913 Newcarnie Social Committee  10.6 Recreation

2/1/1911 Norseman Race Club  10.6 Recreation

8/8/1912 Norseman Rifle Club  1.1.0 Recreation

8/30/1913 Perth Dinghy Club  1.1.0 Recreation

9/20/1913 Perth Dinghy Club  1.1.0 Recreation

4/1/1913 Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

4/11/1913 Perth Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation

7/20/1914 Perth Football Club  10.0.0 Recreation

2/8/1913 Perth Rifle Club  1.1.0 Recreation

7/6/1912 Police Rifle Club  2.2.0 Recreation

11/11/1912 Police Rifle Club  1.1.0 Recreation

9/20/1913 St Patrick’s Cricket Club  1.1.0 Recreation

7/31/1911 Swan River Rowing Club  1.1.0 Recreation

3/8/1912 Swan River Rowing Club - Picnic  1.1.0 Recreation

6/16/1913 Swan River Rowing Club  1.1.0 Recreation

3/20/1912 WA Cricket Association - Tour  1.1.0 Recreation

4/12/1912 WA Cricket Association  5.5.0 Recreation

10/21/1911 WA Angling Club  10.6 Recreation

9/20/1913 WA Angling Club  1.1.0 Recreation

8/19/1911 WA Cricket Association  2.2.0 Recreation

11/20/1912 WA Cricket Association  1.1.0 Recreation

11/8/1910 Boan Bros Cricket Club  2.2.0 Recreation - in house

10/20/1911 Boan Bros Cricket Club  2.2.0 Recreation - in house

5/23/1911 Boan Bros Football Club  1.1.0 Recreation - in house

10/30/1911 Boan Bros Ladies Cricket Club  1.1.0 Recreation - in house

1/15/1916 Boan Bros R(?) C(lub?)  5.5.0 Recreation - in house

12/6/1910 Old Men’s Home  2.2.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/7/1910 Home of Peace (1902)  105.0.0 Retirement (Seniors)

10/12/1911 Home of Peace (1902)  2.2.0 Retirement (Seniors)

10/11/1912 Home of Peace (1902)  2.2.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/6/1912 Home of Peace (1902)  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/6/1912 Old Men’s Home  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/6/1912 Old Women’s Home  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

10/16/1913 Home of Peace (1902)  2.2.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/1/1913 Home of Peace (1902)  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/1/1913 Old Men’s Home  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/1/1913 Old Women’s Home  10.10.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/10/1914 Home of Peace (1902)  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/9/1915 Home of Peace (1902)  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/11/1916 Home of Peace (1902)  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

11/12/1917 Home of Peace (1902)  180.0.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/13/1917 Home of Peace (1902)  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

1/11/1918 Home of Peace (1902)  72.0.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/10/1914 Women’s Home, Fremantle  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/9/1915 Women’s Home, Fremantle  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/11/1916 Women’s Home, Fremantle  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)
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12/13/1917 Women’s Home, Fremantle  5.5.0 Retirement (Seniors)

12/27/1911 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

12/29/1913 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

12/30/1913 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

12/16/1910 Telegraph Messenger Boys  10.0 Services Received

11/28/1911 Telegraph Messenger Boys  10.6 Services Received

12/10/1912 Telegraph Messenger Boys  10.6 Services Received

12/18/1912 Telegraph Messenger Boys  2.0 Services Received

12/2/1913 Telegraph Messenger Boys  10.0 Services Received

12/27/1911 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

12/29/1912 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

12/30/1913 Dustman  10.0 Services Received

10/1/1913 Midland Railways Employees Picnic  1.1.0 Services Received

3/12/1913 Post & Telegraph Employees Picnic  1.1.0 Services Received

9/22/1911 Railway Picnic  1.1.0 Services Received

10/8/2012 South West Railway Picnic  3.3.0 Services Received

10/8/1912 South West Railway Picnic  10.6 Services Received

9/25/1913 South West Railway Picnic  10.6 Services Received

12/30/1912 Sanitary Employees  10.0 Services Received

5/2/1913 Sewerage Employees Picnic  10.6 Services Received

12/16/1910 Shed Stackers  1.1.0 Services Received

4/4/1912 Boan Bros Picnic  21.0.0 Socialisation - in house

5/2/1913 Boan Bros Picnic  21.0.0 Socialisation - in house

4/6/1914 Drivers’ Picnic  5.5.0 Socialisation - in house

4/6/1914 Employees’ Picnic  25.0.0 Socialisation - in house

1/25/1912 WA Horticultural Society  2.2.0 Society

8/22/1912 WA Horticultural Society  1.1.0 Society

2/25/1913 WA Horticultural Society  2.2.0 Society

6/17/1913 Avon District Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

7/4/1911 Belmont Society  1.1.0 Society

8/30/1912 Canning Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

8/23/1913 Canning Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

12/20/1913 Gnowangerup Society  1.1.0 Society

3/6/1912 Jandakot Agricultural Society  10.6 Society

2/4/1913 Jandakot Agricultural Society  10.6 Society

10/12/1912 Kelmscott Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

11/18/1913 Kelmscott Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

3/25/1913 Moora Agricultural Society  2.2.0 Society

8/7/1913 Moora Agricultural Society  2.2.0 Society

2/23/1911 Mundaring Horticultural Society  1.1.0 Society

1/13/1911 Nangeenan Progress Association  10.6 Society

7/20/1911 Narrogin Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

7/17/1912 Narrogin Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

7/11/1913 Narrogin Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

4/20/1911 Royal Agricultural Society  2.2.0 Society

2/20/1912 Royal Agricultural Society  2.2.0 Society
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2/20/1913 Royal Agricultural Society  2.0.0 Society

6/28/1913 Tambellup Agricultural Society  1.1.0 Society

6/12/1912 Wanneroo Society  5.0.0 Society

7/17/1913 Wattle Grove Progress Association  1.1.0 Society

5/20/1912 Perth Exposition  25.0.0 Trade Fair

8/10/1911 HOD Carriers Union  1.1.0 Trade union

12/22/1913 Fremantle Lumpers  2.2.0 Trade union

1/18/1918 National Workers Union  21.0.0 Trade Union

4/30/1917 W.C.T.M. Union  5.5.0 Trade Union

5/16/1918 W.C.T.M. Union  5.5.0 Trade Union

12/18/1912 Fremantle Lumpers  2.2.0 Trade Union

5/20/1911 Redcliffe Tailros Award  20.0.0 Trophy

6/29/1916 Stewart Dawson Cricket Cup  10.7.0 Trophy

8/25/1913 WA Dog & Poultry Show  5.5.0 Trophy

6/9/1914 WA Dog & Poultry Show  5.5.0 Trophy

6/14/1913 Wanneroo Agricultural Society  3.3.0 Trophy

8/22/1912 Yarloop Athletic Carnival  10.6 Trophy

8/11/1913 Yarloop Athletic Carnival  10.6 Trophy

8/13/1914 Patriotic Fund  100.0.0 War Effort

5/16/1916 Naval Comforts Fund  10.10.0 War Effort

2/9/1917 Patriotic Fund  200.0.0 War Effort

4/5/1917 Patriotic Fund [Prchsd sheep from 
soldiers]

 53.15.0 War Effort

4/17/1917 Patriotic Fund  25.0.0 War Effort

8/21/1917 Ugly Men’s Association (War Widow)  10.0.0 War Effort

10/16/1917 Naval Comforts Fund  5.5.0 War Effort

6/24/1918 Patriotic Fund  200.0.0 War Effort

7/13/1918 Piano (?) Fund for soldiers  47.10.0 War Effort

5/13/1918 Returned Soldiers  10.10.0 War Effort

12/1/1915 Sandbag Fund  10.10.0 War Effort

7/13/1916 Soldiers (Shop) Presentation Fund  5.5.0 War Effort

10/12/1917 Soldiers Welcome Committee  26.5.0 War Effort

11/12/1917 Soldiers Welcome Committee  10.0.0 War Effort

2/10/1916 St Barnabus Anzac Cottage  5.0.0 War Effort

2/10/1916 St Barnabus Anzac Cottage  10.0.0 War Effort

8/13/1912 South African Soldiers Association  2.2.0 War Effort

5/9/1918 War Loan Lottery  6.0.0 War Effort

5/9/1918 War Loan Lottery  308.0.0 War Effort

5/9/1918 War Loan Lottery  186.0.0 War Effort

9/20/1915 War Munitions Fund  50.0.0 War Effort

12/13/1913 Albany War Fund  1.1.0 War Effort

8/9/1913 J.J. Simons YAL Festval  5.5.0 Youth

4/24/1912 YMCA  2.2.0 Youth

4/19/1915 YMCA  10.10.0 Youth

1/17/1916 YMCA  20.0.0 Youth

9/26/1916 YMCA  500.0.0 Youth

9/26/1916 YMCA  50.0.0 Youth
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8/16/1917 Young WA’s Association  10.10.0 Youth

9/20/1911 Boy Scouts - Perth District  1.1.0 Youth

7/31/1913 Boy Scouts - Perth District  2.2.0 Youth

5/26/1911 Our Boys Institute  1.1.0 Youth

4/11/1913 Perth Senior Cadets  1.1.0 Youth

4/11/1913 Perth Senior Cadets  10.6 Youth

In 1914 £1.1s.0d was equivalent to $109 in 2011 values and £10.10s.0d to $1,092 according to the Reserve Bank 
inflation calculator.
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APPENDIX 4.1

Boan Bros & Boans Ltd

General Manager (1895-1918)

Managing Director (1918-1984)

Name     Joined Boans  GM or MD

Alfred ORTON   c.1895   c.1898-1909 (GM)

Henry  WILLIAMS  1896   1909-1922 (GM  MD)

Horace  DAVENPORT  1896   1922-1934

Frank  BOAN OBE  1929   1934-1941

J.W.  VIVIAN JP  1900   1941-1950

Alfred  MOORE JP  1909   1950-1959

Arnold     HUME JP   1917   1959-1965

Robert BOWEN JP  1919   1965-1970

Edwin BENNESS AM, JP 1932   1970-1978

J.B.  MORRISON  1968   1978-1984

Notes: 

director, supported by a general manager.

Boans Ltd, supported by a managing director.

(1934-1941) to governing director (1941-1954), supported by a managing 
director.

(Frank Boan) became chairman of directors (1954-1967).

became the chairman of directors, as did his successors, Edwin Benness and J.B. 
Morrison.

managerial longevity of its senior managers.
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APPENDIX 4.2

Boans Ltd – Departments 1938

Plans showing Boans Ltd, Perth. Longitudal section (top) with Cross Sections looking towards 
Murray Street (bottom left) and looking towards Wellington Street (bottom right).

The Basement contains:

daily orders for such goods are assembled.

goods lifts, and are distributed to the various departments.

The Ground Floor contains the following departments:
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First Floor:
Fifty per cent of this space is given over to the sections comprising:

Individual salons, in full figured walnut, with several fitting rooms to each salon –
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All displays are illuminated by concealed white neon tubes which give a delightful effect.

A modern beauty salon is also included, with expert beauty assistants in attendance.

Adjoining the showrooms is a large Fashion Lounge with a revolving stage to accommodate 
several hundred people. Events such as mannequin parades, fashion shows and concerts 
etc. are held there.

Alongside this lounge are the toilet & writing rooms, with hot & cold water service, 
telephones etc. for the convenience of patrons.

The First Floor also contains such sections as – soft furnishings, furniture, carpets & 
blinds, chiropody, optical (with skilled optometrist and latest eye-testing equipment, and 
modern appointments).

Second Floor:
Half of this is given over to furniture & bedding, books & circulating library, toys etc.
Portion is occupied by directors’ offices, general office, counting house & cashier, shipping 
& customs, advertising offices, lay-by office and mail order department. Also, workrooms 
for dressmaking, white-work and tailoring.

On the Second Floor, in the latest extension to the building, a space of 200 x 50 ft has 
been made available for staff comfort. There is a small cafeteria to supply them with hot 
or cold dinners at moderate charges. Retiring rooms are comfortably furnished; hot and 
cold showers provided; and an open flat roof 100 x 50 ft enabling the staff to indulge in 
certain forms of sport.

Third Floor:
This is mainly devoted to the crockery, glassware, crystal-ware and household hardware, 
which sections are the largest displays of their kind in Australia.

There is also a sound-proof room where Sonotone Hearing Aids service and sales are 
transacted.

Fourth Floor:
This area is occupied solely by the following:-

is tastefully decorated and a wonderful view of the city and river may be enjoyed.

servicing counter etc., and is available to the public for functions such as meetings, 
luncheons, bridge parties, etc.

Hall, and is very popular with the public, affording them a happy meeting place.
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Kitchen:

kitchen equipped with steam-pipe oven, electric ovens, dough mixers, cake 
mixers, refrigerators, and other modern equipment. It is designed with the 
utmost regard for cleanliness.

Source: Boans Ltd, Store Data, June 1938.
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APPENDIX 5.1

Boans Ltd

Selected Marginal Entries from Cashbooks

Grocery, Provisions, Confectionary, Fruit & Vegetable Departments

19th January 1940 – 10th March 1944

Year Week
Commencing

Cashbook Comment

1940 19th Jan. 1st troops leave Australia via Perth.

2nd Feb. 5 centuries in 7 days. Heatwave. O Hell where is thy sting.

10th May Germany invades Belgium & Holland. Holland capitulates. Trade is quiet. Big 
convoy of troop ships in Fremantle.

14th June Paris Evacuated. Good showers coast. Some rain in country.

21st June Out English fillet. 1st time in history. Local butter again on counter.

4th Oct. Closed ½ day Gimkarna. Hitler & Mussolini meet at Bremer Pass for 2nd time. 
PRO(visions) Dept separated from GRO(ceries). Great rush on overseas parcels. 
Staff working late seven nights a week.

8th Nov. Mr Chamberlain dies. Greece gives the Italians a hot reception. O/S parcels to 
date: English & Forces combined – 3,700 Sales. Estimate 5,000 pcls. Mines in Bass 
Strate.

1941 25th April Germany taking Athens. Archie Collis dies. Severe Earth Tremors in WA. Very bad 
but no damage.

29th Aug. Big run on overseas pcls. Sales approx. £190. Great slaughter in Russia.

10th Oct Moscow hard pressed. Worked overtime on O/S pcls Every Night for the last 5 
weeks.

28th Nov. H.M.S. Sydney sunk with all hands. JAP-America crisis. Big Russian push. First 
heat of Summer - 92°, 94°, 95°.

5th Dec. Japan declares war on America and England. Great slaughter in the Pacific. Pearl 
Harbour bombed. America & Australia have the wind up.

12th Dec. Neon signs out. 1st Test ARP working in Shop. Situation very critical in Malays. 
Russia does good work.

19th Dec. Perth warned air raids. Xmas Eve Shopping. Late Night. 1st time for 50 years.

1942 9th Jan. 1st total blackout in WA. Japs near Singapore.

23rd Jan. Panic buying by public. Many lines are limited. Japan invades Java & New Guinea 
and most Pacific Isles. Japan loses 26 ships out of convoy due to Australian & 
American planes & warships.

13th Feb. Sugar restrictions. Great rush on commodities. Darwin bombed.

27th Feb. No biscuits. Tea stocks taken over by Government. Great rush on Tea. Selling in ¼ 
lbs. Java invaded. Wyndham & Broome air raid.

20th March Perth overcrowded with Americans & returned AIF.

27th March Easter Week. All windows in Perth no displays. Perth expects bombing.

24th April Early Closing (5.30) starts. Deliveries! Only once per week.

1st May Mr Blue leaves for East. Miss Riley leaves to get married. Mandalay falls. Burma is 
lost. Madagascar invaded by British. Allied Victory in Coral Sea.
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8th May German offensive begins in Russia. Panic buying by public throughout Australia. 
Our Drapery section open for ½ Day only. Exit Shelters. Shop Wellington-street 
End closed some days 9.15 am.

15th May German gains in Crimea. German losses in Russia. Terrible scenes of Panic Buying 
of softgoods by Public.

22nd May Perth has its first real alarm, but all clear given after 35 minutes. No incidents.

12th June Rationing Coupon Book Issued for Clothing.

3rd July Tea Coupons start. British fall back to within 60 miles Alexandra but stop Enemy 
& make a good show.

31st July Port Hedland bombed. Germans press on & threaten the oilfields of the Caucusus. 
British have trouble with Gandi in India.

28th Aug. Closed 12-2 [3rd Sept.] Day of Prayer. Australia Victory Milne Bay New Guinea.

26th Sept. O/S Parcels down. Biscuits down. Stalingrad still holds out. Japs pushed back in 
New Guinea.

9th Oct. O/S Parcels down. No Boats. No Stock. No Biscuits.

13th Nov. No Biscuits, no Fancy lines, cherries, pawpaw, nuts except almonds, confectionary, 
seeded raisins, mixed fruits, apricots, hardly any peaches, pears.

20th Nov Butchers’ Strike. Butter 1/7 Rebate 2 lb. Hams taken off counter for Xmas trade, 
supplies short.

4th Dec.
Swine fever prevalent. Have accumulated about 600 hams, 500 shoulders, Watson’s 
to send in 700 Hams for Xmas. Still no hams on counter. Start selling hams next 
week.

18th Dec. Very easy Xmas. Stock very limited. Poultry! No orders taken, but good stocks for 
counter trade.

1943 19th March Fruit Stunt 3rd Week. 150 tomatoes, 200 GS [Granny Smith] Apples – sold in 2 
hours.

26th March Fruit Stunt. 500 GS apples, 5000 sales in 2 hours.

9th April All prices pegged [13th April]

16th April A Provision Record (£5,050-7-6)

28th May Tremendous sales Tea & Sugar. Scare of Butter rationing in new ration books.

4th June Butter Rationing Starts [8th June]. Italian islands in Mediterranean occupied.

11th June Coupons! Coupons! Oh. H. Butter Sales drop. Very quiet time in Butter! Estimate 
25% Drop when we settle down next month. Exit Miss Hollis.

16th July Bombshell! Tea drops ½ lb from 3/5 to 2/3. Elections coming. Rome bombed for 1st 
time.

24th Sept. Still fighting for Naples. Japs lose 75 planes & shipping. Special release of biscuits. 
Extra 650 tins for week. Last day [30th Sept.] for English parcels for Xmas delivery.

1944 14th Jan. Butter very quiet. Very hot weather. Meat Rationing Starts from 17th Jan.

10th March Still no rain. Record 8 points 5½ months. Friday 10th March. Air raid warning 
afternoon. Invasion scare, all services standing by, all leave cancelled. Military trucks 
mobilised. AA Guns ditto.

Source: David Higham. The Cashbooks were found in a rubbish bin, and are presently in the possession of the author. 
The original spelling has been retained.
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APPENDIX 5.2A

Notes on Financial Statements, 1913-1951

1. The original financial statements from which these tables are constructed were 
supplied by Mr J.B. Morrison, formerly managing director of Boans Ltd. When 
this thesis is completed the statements will be lodged with the WA Battye 
Library.

2. The statements cover the periods 1913-15 (Boan Bros)—Appendix 5.2B, 1919-
1935 (Boans Ltd)—Appendix 5.2C, and 1938-1951 (Boans Ltd)—Appendix 
5.2D. The statements for 1929 are missing and the trading account statement 
for 1930 is also missing.  The statements for 1936, 1937, 1938, 1941 and 1949 
are missing also. It was possible to construct some of the missing data because 
the closing figure for one year became the opening figure for the following year. 
The closing stock for 1940 (£195,603), for example, is the opening stock for 
1941. Often the auditor’s reports contained comparative figures for one or two 
years prior to the current year. Constructed data or statements are italicised.

3. Amounts are expressed in pounds (£), except for the ratios in Appendix 5.2F. 
Amounts up to and including ten shillings (10s) were rounded down; amounts 
above 10s were rounded up. There are some small discrepancies because of 
rounding.

4. Equity was calculated by summing the following Balance Sheet items: issued 
capital, profit and loss transfers, reserves and dividend provisions, less vendor or 
Harry Boan drawings.

5. Liabilities for 1913-1915 and 1919-1935 were all current liabilities (i.e. were 
primarily held for trading and were due to be settled within twelve months 
of the balance sheet date). Non-current liabilities (then called Long-term 
liabilities) did not appear in the balance sheet until 1950 when the Australian 
Mutual Provident Society provided a fluctuating mortgage (£100,000) and a 
fixed reducible mortgage (£247,146), secured by Murray and Wellington Street 
properties.

6. Current assets were the sum of cash, accounts receivable, short-term investments, 
stock on hand (i.e. inventories) and pre-paid expenses. Working capital is the 
difference between current assets and current liabilities.

7. Return on equity, used to measure business profitability as recorded in Appendix 
5.2F was calculated by the formula: (net profit/equity)  100. Example, 1913: 
(£26,410/£170,526)  100 = 15.5%.

8. Accounting practice – conventions as well as the methods of recording data – 
has changed over time. The net profit figure as recorded in the profit and loss 
account, for example, is based on the firm’s trading activity. When it appears in 
the balance sheet it is often a lesser figure since various provisions have been 
made including dividends to shareholders. The balance sheet figure is the one 
used to calculate shareholder equity.
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6-Mar-13 5-Mar-14 4-Mar-15

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  358,301  509,442  503,869 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  73,749  84,329  114,122 

Purchases  234,497  355,936  346,762 

Other purchase costs  20,538  27,254  30,042 

    subtotal  328,784  467,519  490,926 

less closing stock  84,328  114,122  136,885 

Cost of Goods Sold  244,456  353,397  354,041 

Trading Profit  113,845  156,045  149,828 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  113,845  156,045  149,828 

Other Income

Rent  7  -  - 

Discounts Received  1,985  1,680  1,749 

    subtotal  1,992  1,680  1,749 

Total Income  115,837  157,725  151,577 

Expenses

General  20,686  27,310  27,611 

Salaries  46,224  67,015  68,343 

    subtotal  66,910  94,325  95,954 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  2,713  7,171  7,151 

Contributions  754  1,049  821 

Trade & Travel Expense  5,409  6,631  5,611 

Bonuses - Management & Staff  4,522  6,329  5,467 

Tax provision  1,054  2,335  3,026 

Other  8,066  9,713  11,303 

    subtotal  22,518  33,228  33,379 

Total Expenses  89,428  127,553  129,333 

Net Profit  26,410  30,172  22,245 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  298,748  333,914  345,272 

Liabilities  128,222  129,904  118,652 

Owners Equity  170,526  204,010  226,620 

Return on Equity 15.5% 14.8% 9.8%

APPENDIX 5.2B

Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1913-1915
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APPENDIX 5.2C

Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

 6-Mar-19 4-Mar-20 3-Mar-21

TRADING ACCOUNT (Constructed)

Sales  550,648  623,796  662,551 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  158,084  164,055  163,031 

Purchases  385,808  436,111  502,452 

Other purchase costs  15,409  12,527  25,224 

    subtotal  559,301  612,693  690,706 

less closing stock  164,055  163,031  195,252 

Cost of Goods Sold  395,246  449,662  495,454 

Trading Profit  155,402  174,134  167,097 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  155,402  174,134  167,097 

Other Income

Rent  -  -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  1,682  793  723 

Discounts Received  2,877  3,158  4,192 

    subtotal  4,559  3,951  4,915 

Total Income  159,961  178,085  172,012 

Expenses

General  30,754  27,944  32,442 

Salaries  72,098  77,294  87,386 

    subtotal  102,852  105,238  119,828 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  7,422  2,149  2,438 

Contributions  3,383  3,512  1,445 

Trade & Travel Expense  7,530  8,275  9,888 

Bonuses - Manage’t & Staff  5,963  4,993  5,957 

Tax provision  3,500  8,383  5,893 

    subtotal  27,798  18,929  19,728 

Total Expenses  130,650  124,167  139,556 

Net Profit  26,311  53,917  32,456 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  362,067  361,490  399,601 

Liabilities  86,928  66,896  91,381 

Shareholder Equity  275,139  294,594  308,220 

Return on Equity 9.6% 18.3% 10.5%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

2-Mar-22 1-Mar-23 6-Mar-24

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  653,097  808,374  923,908 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  195,252  151,051  162,158 

Purchases  443,736  636,176  714,578 

Other purchase costs  21,521  -  - 

    subtotal  660,509  787,227  876,736 

less closing stock  151,051  162,158  171,479 

Cost of Goods Sold  509,458  625,069  705,257 

Trading Profit  143,639  183,305  218,651 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  143,639  183,305  218,651 

Other Income

Rent  -  -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  561  244  298 

Discounts Received  3,584  6,899  7,728 

    subtotal  4,145  7,143  8,026 

Total Income  147,784  190,448  226,677 

Expenses

General  31,058  35,941  42,550 

Salaries  96,652  106,874  117,802 

    subtotal  127,710  142,815  160,352 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  3,278  3,490  3,637 

Contributions  946  796  1,058 

Trade & Travel Expense  9,999  13,177  13,876 

Bonuses - Manage’t & Staff  4,485  4,603  7,845 

Tax provision  -  4,000  6,000 

    subtotal  18,708  26,066  32,416 

Total Expenses  146,418  168,881  192,768 

Net Profit  1,366  21,567  33,909 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  355,147  381,083  393,471 

Liabilities  82,360  99,413  92,892 

Shareholder Equity  272,787  281,670  300,579 

Return on Equity 0.5% 7.7% 11.3%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

 5-Mar-25 4-Mar-26 3-Mar-27

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,011,242  1,076,772  1,144,405 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  171,479  174,150  178,234 

Purchases  771,354  820,291  871,960 

Other purchase costs  -  -  - 

    subtotal  942,833  994,441  1,050,194 

less closing stock  174,150  178,234  196,271 

Cost of Goods Sold  768,683  816,207  853,923 

Trading Profit  242,559  260,565  290,482 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  242,559  260,565  290,482 

Other Income

Rent  -  -  505 

Commissions and Misc.  399  400  400 

Discounts Received  12,819  11,340  10,237 

    subtotal  13,218  11,740  11,142 

Total Income  255,777  272,305  301,624 

Expenses

General  47,512  47,153  46,356 

Salaries  124,507  131,838  139,204 

    subtotal  172,019  178,991  185,560 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  3,809  3,794  3,646 

Contributions  712  1,814  1,382 

Trade & Travel Expense  13,902  21,724  20,595 

Bonuses - Manage’t & Staff  9,119  9,617  11,348 

Tax provision  -  5,803  9,338 

    subtotal  27,542  42,752  46,309 

Total Expenses  199,561  221,743  231,869 

Net Profit  56,216  50,562  69,755 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  414,425  405,075  480,020 

Liabilities  71,234  46,322  76,991 

Shareholder Equity  343,191  358,753  403,029 

Return on Equity 16.4% 14.1% 17.3%



347

Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

 1-Mar-28 1-Mar-29 6-Mar-30

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,219,918 - -

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  196,271  211,911 -

Purchases  925,461 - -

Other purchase costs  -  -  - 

    subtotal  1,121,732  211,911 -

less closing stock  211,911  -  214,594 

Cost of Goods Sold  909,821  -  - 

Trading Profit  310,097 -  314,256 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  310,097 -  314,256 

Other Income

Rent  - -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  356 -  1,003 

Discounts Received  10,755  -  11,759 

    subtotal  11,111 -  12,762 

Total Income  321,208  -  327,018 

Expenses

General  49,776 -  60,594 

Salaries  147,952  -  169,159 

    subtotal  197,728 -  229,753 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  3,432 -  3,751 

Contributions  1,290 -  906 

Trade & Travel Expense  23,518 -  20,254 

Bonuses - Management & Staff  11,563 -  8,245 

Tax provision  12,294  -  16,709 

    subtotal  52,097 -  49,865 

Total Expenses  249,825  -  279,618 

Net Profit  71,383  67,726  47,400 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  502,688 -  629,149 

Liabilities  55,853  -  44,368 

Shareholder Equity  446,835  -  584,781 

Return on Equity 16.0% - 8.1%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

 5-Mar-31 3-Mar-32 2-Mar-33

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,066,656  1,058,343  1,076,025 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  214,594  172,879  183,679 

Purchases  790,187  824,695  850,776 

Other purchase costs  -  -  - 

    subtotal  1,004,781  997,574  1,034,455 

less closing stock  172,879  183,679  188,827 

Cost of Goods Sold  831,902  813,895  845,628 

Trading Profit  234,754  244,448  230,397 

PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  234,754  244,448  230,397 

Other Income

Rent  -  -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  1,799  2,536  625 

Discounts Received  10,270  11,814  11,122 

    subtotal  12,069  14,350  11,747 

Total Income  246,823  258,798  242,144 

Expenses

General  54,433  60,261  57,293 

Salaries  154,369  147,911  146,093 

    subtotal  208,802  208,172  203,386 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  3,499  4,366  4,214 

Contributions  787  434  449 

Trade & Travel Expense  15,919  19,983  18,042 

Bonuses - Management & Staff  -  2,910  3,075 

Tax provision  20,280  10,267  7,380 

    subtotal  40,485  37,960  33,160 

Total Expenses  249,287  246,132  236,546 

Net Profit -2,464  12,666  5,598 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  588,036  583,043  610,344 

Liabilities  36,081  51,052  96,468 

Shareholder Equity  551,955  531,991  513,876 

Return on Equity -0.4% 2.4% 1.1%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1919-1935

 1-Mar-34 7-Mar-35 01-Mar-38 02-Mar-39

TRADING ACCOUNT (Constructed) 

Sales  1,040,915  1,113,534  1,222,874  1,194,735 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  188,827  182,655 -  204,057 

Purchases  778,988  847,716 -  878,732 

Other purchase costs  -  -  -  - 

    subtotal  967,815  1,030,371 -  1,082,789 

less closing stock  182,655  191,832  204,057  189,655 

Cost of Goods Sold  785,160  838,539  -  893,134 

Trading Profit  255,755  274,995  312,525  301,601 

PROFIT AND LOSS 
ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  255,755  274,995  312,525  301,601 

Other Income

Rent  - - -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  335  245 -  396 

Discounts Received  9,557  10,158  -  10,532 

    subtotal  9,892  10,403 -  10,928 

Total Income  265,647  285,398  -  312,529 

Expenses

General  52,931  60,873  64,069  74,324 

Salaries  145,851  157,054  180,253  183,148 

    subtotal  198,782  217,927  244,322  257,472 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  3,920  4,255 -  6,804 

Contributions  810  790 644  591 

Trade & Travel Expense  16,748  16,801  22,443  26,856 

Bonuses - Management & 
Staff  3,830  5,584 -  126 

Tax provision  6,779  5,215  -  10,691 

    subtotal  32,087  32,645  23,087  45,068 

Total Expenses  230,869  250,572  -  302,540 

Net Profit  34,778  34,826  25,812  9,989 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  660,733  702,480  -  843,236 

Liabilities  116,770  156,080  -  300,093 

Shareholder Equity  543,963  546,400  557,905  543,143 

Return on Equity 6.4% 6.4% 4.6% 1.8%
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APPENDIX 5.2D

Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1940–1951

29-Feb-40 27-Feb-41 26-Feb-42 25-Feb-43

 (Constructed) 

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,156,017  1,174,443  1,282,470  1,297,057 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  189,655  195,603  216,561  262,072 

Purchases  847,225 -  957,549  864,838 

Other purchase costs  -  -  -  - 

    subtotal  1,036,880  195,603  1,174,110  1,126,910 

less closing stock  195,603  216,561  262,072  175,150 

Cost of Goods Sold  841,277 -20,958  912,038  951,760 

Trading Profit  314,740  1,195,401  370,432  345,297 

PROFIT AND LOSS 
ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  314,740  1,195,401  370,432  345,297 

Other Income

Rent Received  - -  - 

Commissions and Misc.  353 -  1,620  254 

Discounts Received  10,496  -  11,035  10,414 

    subtota  10,849 -  12,655  10,668 

Total Income  325,589  328,840  383,087  355,965 

Expenses

General  70,111  67,715  70,433  54,099 

Salaries & Wages  182,816  176,377  184,694  171,541 

    subtota  252,927  244,092  255,127  225,640 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  6,631  7,362  8,092  8,503 

Contributions  589  746  1,384  1,332 

Trade & Travel Expense  23,504  23,884  23,283  18,167 

Bonuses - Mngt & Staff  2,726  4,252  5,778  5,782 

Tax provision  10,254  10,958  11,661  48,543 

    subtota  43,703  47,201  50,198  82,327 

Total Expenses  296,630  291,293  305,325  307,967 

Net Profit  28,959  37,547  77,762  47,997 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  879,235  921,427  963,618  831,772 

Liabilities  324,634  350,003  358,585  216,924 

Shareholder Equity  554,601  571,424  605,033  614,848 

Return on Equity 5.2% 6.6% 12.9% 7.8%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1940–1951

02-Mar-44 01-Mar-45 28-Feb-46 27-Feb-47

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,230,839  1,239,362  1,499,082  1,823,739 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  175,150  228,309  201,879  209,731 

Purchases  972,754  914,782  1,133,181  1,468,327 

Other purchase costs  -  -  -  - 

    subtotal  1,147,904  1,143,091  1,335,060  1,678,058 

less closing stock  228,309  201,879  209,731  309,614 

Cost of Goods Sold  919,595  941,212  1,125,329  1,368,444 

Trading Profit  311,244  298,150  373,752  455,295 

PROFIT AND LOSS 
ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  311,244  298,150  373,752  455,295 

Other Income

Rent Received  454  370  518 

Commissions and Misc.  417  520  502  1,265 

Discounts Received  11,944  11,671  13,604  17,745 

    subtotal  12,815  12,561  14,624  19,010 

Total Income  324,059  310,710  388,376  474,305 

Expenses    

General  43,714  47,499  52,038  66,210 

Salaries & Wages  151,644  148,769  169,342  204,806 

    subtotal  195,358  196,268  221,380  271,016 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  8,161  7,798  7,864  8,379 

Contributions  874  1,381  5,359  2,214 

Trade & Travel Expense  14,276  15,255  22,190  33,134 

Bonuses - Mngt & Staff  6,823  8,000  9,685  12,906 

Tax provision  8,728  8,728  8,728  8,728 

    subtotal  38,862  41,162  53,826  65,361 

Total Expenses  234,220  237,430  275,206  336,377 

Net Profit  89,839  73,279  113,169  137,928 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  882,986  856,197  867,099  925,001 

Liabilities  235,699  238,901  214,069  269,287 

Shareholder Equity  647,287  617,296  653,030  655,714 

Return on Equity 13.9% 11.9% 17.3% 21.0%
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Boans Bros Financial Statements (£) 1940–1951

26-Feb-48 03-Mar-49 02-Mar-50 01-Mar-51

 (Constructed) 

TRADING ACCOUNT

Sales  1,984,194  2,360,271  2,610,596  3,225,655 

less cost of goods sold

Opening Stock  309,614  453,967  518,860  574,803 

Purchases  1,649,887 -  2,085,611  2,536,680 

Other purchase costs  -  -  -  - 

    subtotal  1,959,501  -  2,604,471  3,111,483 

less closing stock  453,967  518,860  574,803  657,714 

Cost of Goods Sold  1,505,534  1,811,878  2,029,668  2,453,769 

Trading Profit  478,660  548,393  580,928  771,886 

PROFIT AND LOSS 
ACCOUNT

Trading Profit  478,660  548,393  580,928  771,886 

Other Income    

Rent Received  240  -  171  238 

Commissions and Misc.  1,089  -  1,321  1,509 

Discounts Received  19,292  -  25,035  32,476 

    subtotal  20,621  23,254  26,527  34,223 

Total Income  499,280  571,647  607,455  806,109 

Expenses

General  87,488  404,434  114,682  144,974 

Salaries & Wages  221,529  -  309,531  358,716 

  subtotal  309,017  404,434  424,213  503,690 

Other Expenses

Depreciation  9,229  12,442  15,592  19,119 

Contributions  2,584  -  1,625  2,667 

Trade & Travel Expense  39,900  47,492  56,324 

Bonuses - Mngt & Staff  16,321  19,701  22,036  28,946 

Tax provision  36,500  34,500  27,400  56,000 

    subtotall  104,534  66,643  114,145  163,056 

Total Expenses  413,551  471,077  538,358  666,746 

Net Profit  85,730  84,763  69,096  139,363 

BALANCE SHEET

Assets  1,090,389  1,436,423  1,522,641  1,685,600 

Liabilities  503,084  603,710  683,566  764,496 

Shareholder Equity  587,305  832,713  839,075  921,104 

Return on Equity 14.6% 10.2% 8.2% 15.1%
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APPENDIX 5.2E

Boans Bros/Ltd Financial Performance (£) and Ratio Analysis 1913-1951

1913 1914 1915 1919 1920

Sales  358,301  509,442  503,869  550,648  623,796 

Cost of Goods Sold  244,456  353,397  354,041  395,246  449,662 

Average Inventory  79,039  99,226  125,504  161,070  163,543 

Trading (Gross) Profit  113,845  156,045  149,828  155,402  174,134 

Total Income  115,837  157,725  151,577  159,961  178,085 
Net Profit - Ordinary Activi-
ties  26,410  30,172  22,245  26,311  53,917 

General Expenses  20,686  27,310  27,611  30,754  27,944 

Advertising  5,498  6,459  6,130  6,439  6,532 

Contributions  754  1,049  821  3,383  3,512 

Bad Debts  465  1,187  1,102  1,413  1,541 

Interest  4,473  5,393  5,534  3,933  1,544 

Salaries & Wages  46,223  67,015  68,343  72,098  77,294 

Other General Expenses  22,518  33,228  33,379  27,798  18,929 

State & Federal  Tax  1,054  2,335  3,026  3,500  8,383 

Land  49,273  49,273  49,273  49,725  49,725 

Buildings  112,886  108,840  103,110  81,137  81,137 

Assets  298,748  333,914  345,272  362,067  361,490 

Current assets  112,312  152,597  171,576  206,088  197,834 

Current liabilities  128,222  129,904  118,652  86,928  66,896 

Working Capital -15,910  22,693  52,924  119,160  130,938 

Liabilities  128,222  129,904  118,652  86,928  66,896 

Shareholder equity  170,526  204,010  226,620  275,139  294,594 

Return on equity - % 15.5 14.8 9.8 9.6 18.3

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 31.8 30.6 29.7 28.2 27.9

Net profit margin 7.4 5.9 4.4 4.8 8.6

Asset turnover - times 4.5 5.1 4.0 3.4 3.8

Return on assets 7.37 5.92 4.41 4.78 8.64

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 3.1 3.6 2.8 2.5 2.7

Inventory turnover - days 118 102 129 149 133

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 0.9 1.2 1.4 2.4 3.0

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 5.8 5.4 5.5 5.6 4.5

Advertising to Sales 1.5 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.0

Contributions to Sales 0.21 0.21 0.16 0.61 0.56

Salaries & Wages to Sales 12.9 13.2 13.6 13.1 12.4

Bad Debts to Sales 0.13 0.23 0.22 0.26 0.25

Interest to Sales 1.2 1.1 1.1 0.7 0.2

Other Expenses to Sales 6.3 6.5 6.6 5.0 3.0

Cost of Goods Sold 68.2 69.4 70.3 71.8 72.1

Gross Profit from Trading 31.8 30.6 29.7 28.2 27.9

Total Income 32.3 31.0 30.1 29.0 28.5

Net Profit 7.4 5.9 4.4 4.8 8.6
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1921 1922 1923 1924 1925

Sales  662,551  653,097  808,374  923,908  1,011,242 

Cost of Goods Sold  495,454  509,458  625,069  705,257  768,683 

Average Inventory  179,142  173,152  156,605  166,819  172,815 

Trading (Gross) Profit  167,097  143,639  183,305  218,651  242,559 

Total Income  172,012  147,784  190,448  226,677  255,777 
Net Profit - Ordinary Activi-
ties  32,456  1,366  21,567  33,909  56,216 

General Expenses  32,442  31,058  35,941  42,550  47,512 

Advertising  7,770  8,519  11,905  15,377  18,986 

Contributions  1,445  946  796  1,058  712 

Bad Debts  1,367  365  455  588  691 

Interest  3,999  3,163  2,915  4,061  2,918 

Salaries & Wages  87,386  96,652  106,874  117,802  124,507 

Other General Expenses  19,728  18,708  26,066  32,416  27,542 

State & Federal  Tax  5,893  -  4,000  6,000  - 

Land  49,725  49,725  49,725  49,737  49,837 

Buildings  82,510  82,510  82,510  93,452  96,341 

Assets  399,601  355,147  381,083  393,471  414,425 

Current assets  225,685  183,246  213,965  217,145  237,353 

Current liabilities  91,381  82,360  99,413  92,892  71,234 

Working Capital  134,304  100,886  114,552  124,253  166,119 

Liabilities  91,381  82,360  99,413  92,892  71,234 

Shareholder equity  308,220  272,787  281,670  300,579  343,191 

Return on equity - % 10.5 0.5 7.7 11.3 16.4

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 25.2 22.0 22.7 23.7 24.0

Net profit margin 4.9 0.2 2.7 3.7 5.6

Asset turnover - times 3.7 3.8 5.2 5.5 5.9

Return on assets 4.90 0.21 2.67 3.67 5.56

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 2.8 2.9 4.0 4.2 4.4

Inventory turnover - days 132 124 91 86 82

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 2.5 2.2 2.2 2.3 3.3

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 4.9 4.8 4.4 4.6 4.7

Advertising to Sales 1.2 1.3 1.5 1.7 1.9

Contributions to Sales 0.22 0.14 0.10 0.11 0.07

Salaries & Wages to Sales 13.2 14.8 13.2 12.8 12.3

Bad Debts to Sales 0.21 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.07

Interest to Sales 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.3

Other Expenses to Sales 3.0 2.9 3.2 3.5 2.7

Cost of Goods Sold 74.8 78.0 77.3 76.3 76.0

Gross Profit from Trading 25.2 22.0 22.7 23.7 24.0

Total Income 26.0 22.6 23.6 24.5 25.3

Net Profit 4.9 0.2 2.7 3.7 5.6
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1926 1927 1928 1929 1930

Sales                                 1,076,772  1,144,405  1,219,918   -  - 

Cost of Goods Sold  816,207  853,923  909,821  -  - 

Average Inventory  176,192  187,253  204,091  -  - 

Trading (Gross) Profit  260,565  290,482  310,097  -  314,256 

Total Income  272,305  301,624  321,208  -  327,018 

Net Profit - Ordinary Activities  50,562  69,755  71,383  67,726  47,400 

General Expenses  47,153  46,356  49,776  -  60,594 

Advertising  20,923  20,757  22,852  28,928 

Contributions  1,814  1,382  1,290  -  906 

Bad Debts  800  767  645  -  983 

Interest  3,247  2,607  1,193  -  - 

Salaries & Wages  131,838  139,204  147,952  -  60,594 

Other General Expenses  42,752  46,309  52,097  -  49,865 

State & Federal  Tax  5,803  9,338  12,294  -  16,709 

Land  50,402  91,434  91,632  -  148,970 

Buildings  97,734  100,860  104,925  -  152,992 

Assets  405,075  480,020  502,688  -  629,149 

Current assets  225,038  250,195  267,452  -  277,379 

Current liabilities  46,322  76,991  55,853  44,368 

Working Capital  178,716  173,204  211,599  -  233,011 

Liabilities  46,322  76,991  55,853  -  44,368 

Shareholder equity  358,753  403,029  446,835  -  584,781 

Return on equity - % 14.1 17.3 16.0 - 8.1

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 24.2 25.4 25.4 - -

Net profit margin 4.7 6.1 5.9 - -

Asset turnover - times 6.1 6.1 6.0 - -

Return on assets 4.70 6.10 5.85 - -

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 4.6 4.6 4.5 - -

Inventory turnover - days 79 80 82 - -

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 4.9 3.2 4.8 - 6.3

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 4.4 4.1 4.1 - -

Advertising to Sales 1.9 1.8 1.9 - -

Contributions to Sales 0.17 0.12 0.11 - -

Salaries & Wages to Sales 12.2 12.2 12.1 - -

Bad Debts to Sales 0.07 0.07 0.05 - -

Interest to Sales 0.3 0.2 0.1 - -

Other Expenses to Sales 4.0 4.0 4.3 - -

Cost of Goods Sold 75.8 74.6 74.6 - -

Gross Profit from Trading 24.2 25.4 25.4 - -

Total Income 25.3 26.4 26.3 - -

Net Profit 4.7 6.1 5.9 - -
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1931 1932 1933 1934 1935

Sales                                 1,066,656  1,058,343  1,076,025  1,040,915  1,113,534 

Cost of Goods Sold  831,902  813,895  845,628  785,160  838,539 

Average Inventory  193,737  178,279  186,253  185,741  187,244 

Trading (Gross) Profit  234,754  244,448  230,397  255,755  274,995 

Total Income  246,823  258,798  242,144  265,647  285,398 

Net Profit - Ordinary Activities -2,464  12,666  5,598  34,778  34,826 

General Expenses  54,433  60,261  57,293  52,931  60,873 

Advertising  25,215  30,457  28,700  25,659  28,362 

Contributions  787  434  449  810  790 

Bad Debts  1,874  4,366  1,369  857  833 

Interest  -  -  -  685  4,248 

Salaries & Wages  154,369  147,911  146,093  145,851  157,054 

Other General Expenses  40,485  37,960  33,160  32,087  32,645 

State & Federal  Tax  20,280  10,267  7,380  6,779  5,215 

Land  149,005  149,156  149,214  172,434  187,853 

Buildings  154,842  154,938  155,291  155,423  171,667 

Assets  588,036  583,043  610,344  660,733  702,480 

Current assets  234,073  228,890  256,135  282,232  289,645 

Current liabilities  36,081  51,052  96,468  116,770  156,080 

Working Capital  197,992  177,838  159,667  165,462  133,565 

Liabilities  36,081  51,052  96,468  116,770  156,080 

Shareholder equity  551,955  531,991  513,876  543,963  546,400 

Return on equity - % -0.4 2.4 1.1 6.4 6.4

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 22.0 23.1 21.4 24.6 24.7

Net profit margin -0.2 1.2 0.5 3.3 3.1

Asset turnover - times 5.5 5.9 5.8 5.6 5.9

Return on assets -0.23 1.20 0.52 3.34 3.13

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 4.3 4.6 4.5 4.2 4.5

Inventory turnover - days 85 80 80 86 82

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 6.5 4.5 2.7 2.4 1.9

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 5.1 5.7 5.3 5.1 5.5

Advertising to Sales 2.4 2.9 2.7 2.5 2.5

Contributions to Sales 0.07 0.04 0.04 0.08 0.07

Salaries & Wages to Sales 14.5 14.0 13.6 14.0 14.1

Bad Debts to Sales 0.18 0.41 0.13 0.08 0.07

Interest to Sales - -  - 0.1 0.4

Other Expenses to Sales 3.8 3.6 3.1 3.1 2.9

Cost of Goods Sold 78.0 76.9 78.6 75.4 75.3

Gross Profit from Trading 22.0 23.1 21.4 24.6 24.7

Total Income 23.1 24.5 22.5 25.5 25.6

Net Profit -0.2 1.2 0.5 3.3 3.1
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1939 1940 1941 1942 1943

Sales                                 1,194,735  1,156,017  1,174,443  1,282,470  1,297,057 

Cost of Goods Sold  893,134  841,277  876,658  912,038  951,760 

Average Inventory  196,856  192,629  206,082  239,317  218,611 

Trading (Gross) Profit  301,601  314,740  342,586  370,432  345,297 

Total Income  312,529  325,589  354,338  383,087  355,965 

Net Profit - Ordinary Activities  9,989  28,959  37,547  77,762  47,997 

General Expenses  74,324  70,111  67,715  70,433  54,099 

Advertising  28,844  24,956  22,441  20,760  9,939 

Contributions  591  589  746  1,384  1,332 

Bad Debts  622  803  1,559  1,533  593 

Interest  11,506  12,014  12,504  13,431  8,139 

Salaries & Wages  183,148  182,815  176,377  184,694  171,541 

Other General Expenses  45,068  43,703  47,201  50,198  82,327 

State & Federal  Tax  10,691  10,254  10,958  11,661  48,543 

Land  187,972  187,972  187,972  187,972  187,972 

Buildings  236,746  238,331  238,331  238,487  238,487 

Assets  843,236  879,235  921,427  963,618  831,772 

Current assets  337,504  368,311  404,377  438,490  307,004 

Current liabilities  300,093  324,634  355,800  358,585  216,923 

Working Capital  37,411  43,677  48,577  79,905  90,081 

Liabilities  300,093  324,634  350,003  358,585  216,924 

Shareholder equity  543,143  554,601  571,424  605,033  614,848 

Return on equity - % 1.8 5.2 6.6 12.9 7.8

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 25.2 27.2 27.0 28.9 26.6

Net profit margin 0.8 2.5 3.2 6.1 3.7

Asset turnover - times 6.1 6.0 5.7 5.4 5.9

Return on assets 0.84 2.51 - 6.06 3.70

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 4.5 4.4 - 3.8 4.4

Inventory turnover - days 80 84 - 96 84

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.2 1.4

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 6.2 6.1 5.8 5.5 4.2

Advertising to Sales 2.4 2.2 - 1.6 0.8

Contributions to Sales 0.05 0.05 - 0.11 0.10

Salaries & Wages to Sales 15.3 15.8 15.0 14.4 13.2

Bad Debts to Sales 0.05 0.07 - 0.12 0.05

Interest to Sales 1.0 1.0 - 1.0 0.6

Other Expenses to Sales 3.8 3.8 - 3.9 6.3

Cost of Goods Sold 74.8 72.8 - 71.1 73.4

Gross Profit from Trading 25.2 27.2 - 28.9 26.6

Total Income 26.2 28.2 - 29.9 27.4

Net Profit 0.8 2.5 3.2 6.1 3.7
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1944 1945 1946 1947 1948

Sales                                 1,230,839  1,239,362  1,499,082  1,823,739  1,984,194 

Cost of Goods Sold  919,595  941,212  1,125,329  1,368,444  1,505,534 

Average Inventory  201,730  215,094  205,805  259,673  381,791 

Trading (Gross) Profit  311,244  298,150  373,752  455,295  478,660 

Total Income  324,059  310,710  388,376  474,305  499,280 

Net Profit - Ordinary Activities  50,053  51,152  69,964  137,928  85,729 

General Expenses  43,714  47,499  52,038  66,210  87,488 

Advertising  7,937  9,102  12,264  17,096  20,822 

Contributions  874  1,381  5,359  2,214  2,584 

Bad Debts  400  245  157  267  307 

Interest  7,186  7,220  6,272  3,447  7,719 

Salaries & Wages  151,644  148,769  169,342  204,806  221,529 

Other General Expenses  38,862  41,162  53,826  65,361  104,534 

State & Federal  Tax  8,728  8,728  8,728  8,728  36,500 

Land  187,972  187,972  187,972  187,972  187,972 

Buildings  238,487  240,987  238,487  238,487  238,487 

Assets  882,986  856,197  867,099  925,001  1,090,389 

Current assets  359,357  337,068  346,377  389,817  549,931 

Current liabilities  235,699  238,901  214,069  269,287  503,084 

Working Capital  123,658  98,167  132,308  101,058  36,818 

Liabilities  235,699  238,901  214,069  269,287  503,084 

Shareholder equity  647,287  617,296  653,030  655,714  587,305 

Return on equity - % 7.7 8.3 10.7 21.0 14.6

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin 25.3 24.1 24.9 25.0 24.1

Net profit margin 4.1 4.1 4.7 7.6 4.3

Asset turnover - times 6.1 5.8 7.3 7.0 5.2

Return on assets 4.07 4.13 4.67 7.56 4.32

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times 4.6 4.4 5.5 5.3 3.9

Inventory turnover - days 80 83 67 69 93

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities 1.5 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.1

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales 3.6 3.8 3.5 3.6 4.4

Advertising to Sales 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0

Contributions to Sales 0.07 0.11 0.36 0.12 0.13

Salaries & Wages to Sales 12.3 12.0 11.3 11.2 11.2

Bad Debts to Sales 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02

Interest to Sales 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.2 0.4

Other Expenses to Sales 3.2 3.3 3.6 3.6 5.3

Cost of Goods Sold 74.7 75.9 75.1 75.0 75.9

Gross Profit from Trading 25.3 24.1 24.9 25.0 24.1

Total Income 26.3 25.1 25.9 26.0 25.2

Net Profit 4.1 4.1 4.7 7.6 4.3
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1949 1950 1951

Sales                                 2,360,271  2,610,596  3,225,655 

Cost of Goods Sold  1,811,878  2,029,668  2,453,768 

Average Inventory  486,414  546,832  616,259 

Trading (Gross) Profit  548,393  580,927  771,887 

Total Income  571,647  607,454  806,109 

Net Profit - Ordinary Activities  84,763  69,096  139,363 

General Expenses  -  473,330  562,623 

Advertising  -  114,682  144,974 

Contributions  -  1,625  2,667 

Bad Debts  -  397  590 

Interest  14,451  14,369  13,818 

Salaries & Wages  -  309,531  358,716 

Other General Expenses  -  114,145  163,056 

State & Federal  Tax  34,500  27,400  56,000 

Land  234,232  234,232  234,432 

Buildings  445,561  445,561  446,515 

Assets  1,436,423  1,522,641  1,685,600 

Current assets  -  685,623  825,370 

Current liabilities  -  336,420  489,677 

Working Capital  350,631  238,020  288,733 

Liabilities  603,710  683,566  764,496 

Shareholder equity  832,713  839,075  921,104 

Return on equity - % - 8.2 15.1

Profitability ratios

Gross profit margin  - 22.3 23.9

Net profit margin - 2.6 4.3

Asset turnover - times - 4.8 5.2

Return on assets - 2.65 4.32

Efficiency ratios

Inventory turnover - times - 3.7 4.0

Inventory turnover - days - 98 92

Short term solvency ratio

Current Assets/Liabilities - 2.0 1.7

Sales ratios

General Expenses to Sales - 18.1 17.4

Advertising to Sales - 4.4 4.5

Contributions to Sales - 0.06 0.08

Salaries & Wages to Sales - 11.9 11.1

Bad Debts to Sales - 0.02 0.02

Interest to Sales - 0.6 0.4

Other Expenses to Sales - 4.4 5.1

Cost of Goods Sold 76.8 77.7 76.1

Gross Profit from Trading 23.2 22.3 23.9

Total Income 24.2 23.3 25.0

Net Profit 3.6 2.6 4.3
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APPENDIX 5.2F

Business Profitability for Boan Bros (1895-1918) and Boans Ltd (1918-
1984) compared with other Australian companies as measured by Return 

on Equity 1901-1986

AIBR AID CBA RBA BOANS

Number of 
Compa-

nies

Profit
%

Number of 
Compa-

nies

Profit
%

Number of 
Companies

Profit
%

Number of 
Companies

Profit
%

Boans
%

1901 111 7.8

1902 115 6.6

1903 113 6.9

1904 127 7.1

1905 150 9.2

1906 161 10.1

1907 175 11.4

1908 180 9.1

1909 184 9.6

1910 201 10.5

1911 205 11.7

1912 220 12.8

1913 230 12.1 15.5

1914 244 10.9 14.8

1915 258 10.6 9.8

1916 248 11.3

1917 252 11.3

1918 252 11.1

1919 292 10.6 9.6 

1920 292 10.1  18.3

1921 363 9.9  10.5

1922 429 8.3  0.5

1923 501 9.0  7.7

1924 468 9.4  11.3

1925 513 9.5  16.4

1926 520 9.7  14.1

1927 368 8.8  17.3

1928 489 8.5   16.0

1929 585 7.1 -

1930 585 4.2  8.1

1931 585 3.7  -0.4

1932 585 4.0  2.4

1933 585 4.9  1.1

1934 585 5.3 6.4

1935 486 5.3 6.4

1936 n/a 6.2
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AIBR AID CBA RBA BOANS

Number of 
Compa-

nies

Profit
%

Number of 
Compa-

nies

Profit
%

Number of 
Companies

Profit
%

Number of 
Companies

Profit
%

Boans
%

1938 n/a 6.9 4.6

1939 628 6.8 1.8

1940 640 6.7 5.2

1941 631 6.2 6.6

1942 617 5.7 12.9

1943 617 5.8 7.8

1944 577 6.0 13.9

1945 583 5.9 11.9

1946 572 6.1 17.3

1947 542 7.4 21.0

1948 653 8.0 14.6

1949 692 8.2 10.2

1950 707 9.1 8.2

1951 786 9.8 15.1

1952 848 8.6

1953 899 8.7

1954 912 10.1

1955 705 10.4

1956 924 9.9

1957 968 9.4

1958 949 9.5

1959 979 9.5

1960 957 9.5

1961 927 7.2

1962 964 7.2

1963 952 7.7

1964 1013 7.9

1965 1015 8.1

1966 976 7.7

1967 954 8.2

1968 897 8.3

1969 827 8.4

1970 734 8.6 7.6

1971 723 8.5 8.1

1972 703 8.7 9.8

1973 676 9.2 8.2

1974 654 8.7 6.4

1975 636 8.2 7.6

1976 739 8.8 11.9

1977 851 9.6 9.2

1978 937 9.3 6.1

1979 941 10.9 5.1

1980 878 10.8 3.6

1981 715 9.2 6.0

1982 679 6.7
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Sources:
AIBR  Australasian Insurance and Banking Record 
AID   Australian Investment Digest
CBA   Commonwealth bank of Australia Statistical Bulletin
RBA  Reserve Bank of Australia Bulletin
Boans Financial Statements

This Table is based on the data survey contained in S. Ville and D. Merrett, ‘A Time Series for Business Profitability in 
Twentieth-Century Australia’, Australian Economic Record, vol. 39, no. 3, 2006. Where two sources of data overlapped, I 
have used the data to the right and missed a line between dates in order to make the Table less cumbersome.
 

AIBR AID CBA RBA BOANS

Number 
of Com-

panies

Profit
%

Number 
of Com-

panies

Profit
%

Number 
of Com-

panies

Profit
%

Num-
ber of 
Com-
panies

Profit
%

Boans
%

1984 627 8.8

1985 604 9.2

1986 583 10.2
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APPENDIX 5.3

Growth in Factory Numbers in WA

1926–1940
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Notes:

1.  The growth in factory numbers increased after 1948 from 3% to 5% a year as the 
economy picked up. Factory numbers grew by 23 % in five years (1948-1953) 
compared with 31% in ten years (1939-1948).

2.  Employment continued to grow significantly after 1948 in the post-war 
construction boom (7% a year) but slowed after 1952 (3%) as a bouyant economy 
and job opportunities diversified. Between 1939 and 1948, when Australia was 
on a manufacturing war footing, employment numbers increased by 55% but by 
only 26% in the next five years.

3.  Salaries and wages increased significantly after 1949 as WA moved towards full 
employment, growing by 29% in 1952 and 1953. Between 1948 and 1953, salary 
and wages grew by 163%. The growth in wages during the war years (136%) 
exceeded the growth in value of factory output (133%). Significantly, salary 
& wages, a factor of  production, as a proportion of output remained constant 
between 1939 (23%) and 1953 (24%). 

 
4.  The value of output between 1948-1953 (161%) exceeded that of the war years 

(133%) as the manufacture of building and home furnishing requirements 
expanded to meet the post-ward demand. Output per employee, a measure of 
productivity, rose by 108%, from £1,269 (1948) to £2,640 (1953), although the 
pound value of output in relation to salaries and wages declined from £4.23 in 
1948 to £4.21 in 1953.
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APPENDIX 5.4

Boans Ltd Contributions & Bad Debt as a Percentage of Net Profit

1926-1940

Year  Net Profit  Contribution % of Net Profit  Bad Debts % of Net Profit

1926  £50,562  £1,814 4  £800 2

1927  £69,755  £1,382 2  £767 1

1928  £71,383  £1,290 2  £645 1

1929  £67,726  £- 0  £- 0

1930  £47,400  £906 2  £983 2

1931 -£2,464  £787 -32  £1,874 -76

1932  £12,666  £434 3  £4,366 34

1933  £5,598  £449 8  £1,369 24

1934  £34,778  £810 2  £857 2

1935  £34,826  £790 2  £833 2

1936  £-  £- 0  £- 0

1937  £-  £- 0  £- 0

1938  £-  £- 0  £- 0

1939  £9,989  £591 6  £622 6

1940  £28,959  £589 2  £803 3

Source: Appendix 5.2E
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APPENDIX 6.1A

Boans Ltd Award-winning Window Display

Flower Day, 1965. Snow White. First Prize: Best Window, First Prize: Best Exhibit
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APPENDIX 6.1B

A tableaux rendition of George Pitt Morrison’s depiction of Mrs Helena Dance about to 
cut down the tree to mark the birth of Perth, 12 August 1829
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APPENDIX 7.1

Management Structure Boans Ltd 1895-1918

(Partnership)

Simple management structure with Harry Boan in charge

1.  The company’s strategic direction set by Harry Boan.

2. Harry Boan developed a high personal profile in the community.

3. Harry Boan believed key staff should be trained and promoted from within.

4. A number of male staff who joined as juniors rose to become senior executives (see Table 6.1, p. 201).

5. Staff were young; Harry Boan was 35-years-old in 1895.

6. It was a period of rapid growth. A one-storey warehouse in 1895 became a 6-floor ‘Mammoth Store’ when 
opened in November 1912.

OWNERS
Harry & Benjamin Boan

Governing Director:
Harry Boan

General Manager:
Alfred Orton, 1896-1912

Henry Williams, 1912-1918

MERCHANDISING LINE CONTROL
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APPENDIX 7.2

Management Structure Boans Ltd 1918-1954

(Private Company)

Complex management structure with Harry & Frank Boan in charge

1.  Boans Ltd a private company controlled by the family.

2. Frank Boan managing director from 1934 then governing director from 1941.

3. He retained many of his father’s staffing and promotion practices.

4. He maintained a lower public profile than did his father.

5. Period of expansion despite difficulties of Depression and Second World War.

6. Incoming supplies and merchandise stored on site thus reducing selling space.

7. Caferteria, recreation & resting rooms provided for more than 1000 staff.

8. Female sales staff had to resign upon marriage.

OWNERS
Boan family and limited number of shareholders

Governing Director:
Harry Boan, 1918-1941
Frank Boan, 1941-1954

General Manager:
Henry Williams, 1918-1922

Managing Director:
Horace Davenport, 1922-1934

Frank Boan, 1934-1941
J.W. Vivian, 1941-1950

Alfred Moore, 1950-1954

MERCHANDISING LINE CONTROL
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APPENDIX 7.3

Management Structure Boans Ltd 1954-1984

(Public Company)

Complex management structure with Boan family dominant shareholders

OWNERS
Boans family (49%) + Shareholders

BOARD
Chairman of Directors:
Frank Boan, 1954-1967

Robert Bowen, 1967-1970
Edwin Benness, 1970-1978

J.B. ( Jock) Morrison, 1978-1984

Managing Directors:
Alfred Moore, 1954-1959
Arnold Hume, 1959-1965
Robert Bowen, 1965-1970
Edwin Benness, 1970-1978

J.B. ( Jock) Morrison, 1978-1984

MERCHANDISING

Merchandising Director:
Rupert Boan, 1955-1964

Responsible for:

MANAGEMENT

Financial Administration:
J.B. Morrison, 1967-1978

Management responsible for:

Merchandising Directors:
1964-c.1975

Rupert Boan

Responsible for:

Geoffrey Bingemann

Responsible for:

1.  Each merchandising controller responsible for a department and the buyers in that department.

2.  Buying responsibility separated from selling responsibility.

3.  Departmental budgeting introduced and computerised.

4.  Inventory control computerised.

5.  Development of surburban and regional stores with their own general manager.

6.  Appointment of non-executive directors.

7.  Frank Boan’s sons-in-law played an increasing role in management.

8.  In 1978, J. B. Morrison appointed Managing Director and Chairman of the Board. Geoffrey Bingemann 
appointed Deputy Managing Director on the same salary and conditions.
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APPENDIX 8.1

Boans Ltd Contributions (Recorded in the Special Donations Register)

May 1977 – December 1982

Date Description Yes No

19 May 1977 Special donation payable in three yearly instalments to Queens 
Silver Jubilee Appeal for Young Australians $7,500

23 June 1977 Festival of Perth. Request - $2,000 $1,000

28 July 1977 Australian Trade Union training program. Request for dona-
tion of $2,500 towards cost of sending representative. Lengthy 
analytical discussion. ‘It was felt this type of project should be 
covered by the representative bodies of industry rather than the 
individual.’

No

25 Aug. 1977 Chairman of Liberal Party $1,700

16 Nov. 1977 Liberal Party – WA Division
National Country Party

$1,500
$350

28 July 1978 In 1962 Boans Ltd, through Frank T. Boan, offered to build 
a Fountain at War Veterans’ Home, Mt Lawley in memory of 
Cpt R. Gee VC. Cost was c.$1,000 for underground water. 
Area now stained; pipes deteriorated and had to be replaced. 
Cost: $10K. Contributed, and ‘wished them well.’

$1,000

23 Aug. 1978 Liberal Party (WA) $1,500

28 Feb. 1979 Swan Cottage Homes
Tandar Foundation Appeal
Indian Ocean Arts Festival

$2,000
-
-

-
No
No

28 Mch 1979 Australian Red Cross
New Hockey Stadium
Appealink – referred to Staff Sports & Social Club

$550
$1,000

-

-
-

No

30 May 1979 Sir Robert Menzies Memorial Trust Appeal – payable over 
three years.
King Edward Memorial Research Fund World Wild Life Fund
Westralian Crippled Children’s Appeal

$3,000
-
-
-
-

-

No
No
No

26 June 1979 King Edward Memorial Research Fund – payable over two 
years.

$5,000

29 Aug. 1979 ‘Special Donation’ to Liberal Party. Consideration for further 
donation in support of next State Election when event an-
nounced.
Festival of Perth

$1,500

-

-

No

26 Sept. 1979 Festival of Perth request. - No

24 Oct. 1979 Scarborough Surf Life Saving Club - No

28 Nov. 1979 Torchbearers for Legacy in WA (Inc.)
WA Ballet Company Building Fund
National Country Party of Australia (WA)
Australian Labor Party
National Party

$1,000

-

-
 
-

-

No

No

No

23 Jan. 1980 Liberal Party (WA)
Perth Chamber of Commerce (Inc.) – Free Enterprise Founda-
tion

$500
$500

-
-
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27 Feb. 1980 Perth Chamber of Commerce (Inc.) – Free Enterprise Educa-
tion program; further donation considered next year.
America’s Cup Challenge 1980 (Ltd)

$500

-

-

No

27 Mar 1980

Australian Red Cross
Australian Kidney Foundation
Perth Chamber of Commerce (Inc.) – Free Enterprise Educa-
tion program. 2nd of 3 contributions.

$550
$250

$500

-
-

-

27 Mar 1980 Cash donat’ns for YE 26 Feb. 1981-$4,795.  

23 April 1980
Aquinas Building Appeal
Council of Social Services in WA (Inc.)

-
$250

No
-

28 May 1980
Westminster Abbey Restoration Appeal
Fremantle Hospital

-

-

No

No

23 July 1980

Child Accident Prevention Foundation of Australia
Old Deanery Restoration Appeal
Australian Hospitals Medical Research Foundation
National Theatre Inc.
Australian Neurological Foundation
Foundation for Life Sciences

$100

$250

-
-
-
-

-

-

No
No
No
No

27 Aug. 1980

Liberal Party (WA). Decided against being a patron for 1981.
Festival of Perth. Letter referred to Advertising & Promotion 
‘to consider other areas of support.’ Invitation to be FoP Patron.
YMCA Appeal

$1,500

-

$250

-

No

-

31 Oct. 1980
Request from Australian Labor Party
Request from Austcare

-

-

No

No

8 Dec. 1980
Request from Bunbury Race Club Inc.
Request from UWA Dramatic Society

-

-

No

No

23 Jan 1981 Donation of clothing and blankets to earthquake disaster in 
southern Italy. Letter of thanks from Stefano Stefanini, Consul 
for Italy.
Melbourne 24th Olympiad Citizens Committee

$2,043

-

-

No

6 Mar 1981 Institute of Cultural Affairs
Nola Farman & Michael Brown (Visual Artists)
Council of Social Services of WA (Inc.)
Australian Red Cross Society (WA)
WA Museum: Deferred

-

-
$250

$550
-

No

No
-

-
-

27 Mar 1981 WA Museum. Historic garment collection. Donation to cover 
cost; to be known as ‘The Boans Collection’. To be displayed by 
rotation ‘so that five or six to be displayed at all times.’
Perth Chamber of Commerce: Free Enterprise Education 
program. 2nd of 3 contributions.

$2,500

$500

-

-

27 Mar 1981 Cash donations for Y.E. 26 Feb. 1981 - $4,795.

24 April 1981 From WA Museum: Letter of Thanks.
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29 May 1981 National Civic Council $1,500 -

26 June 1981
Australian Academy of Technology Sciences
Surf Life Saving Association (WA State Centre)

-
$1,000

No
-

24 July 1981

National Theatre Company Appeal
World Wild Life Fund – merchandise at retail values for use in 
caretaker’s house with appropriate recognition.
Festival of Perth

-

$1,000

-

No

No

21 Aug. 1981 Liberal Party of WA $1,650 -

30 Oct. 1981 Community Aid Abroad - No

27 Nov. 1981
Torchbearers for Legacy
Letter of Thanks: use of Boans premises for Melbourne Cup 
Luncheon.

$1,000 -

26 Feb. 1982

Lord Mayor’s Appeal for flood victims
National Country Party of Australia (WA)
R.C. Old (Political candidate)
P.V. Jones (Political candidate)
?Australian? Incorp.

$1,000

-

$250
$250

$1,000

-

No

-
-
-

26 Mch 1982 R.C. Old (Member for Ascot). Letter of Thanks.

26 Mch 1982 Total Contribution - $12,900. Cash: $3,450.

23 April 1982

Leader of the Opposition (Labor)
WA Medical Students Society
Howard Florey Institute of Experimental Physiology and 
Medicine

-
-

-

No
No

No

28 May 1982

Princess Margaret Hospital for Children – appeal for funds to 
assist doctors to attend congress.
WA State Committee for the relief of Poland
WA Ballet Company – corporate membership
WA Opera Company – corporate membership

-

-
$200

$200

No

No
-

-

? June 1982
Federal Leader of the Opposition (Labor)
Perth City Council – final annual contribution

-

$500

No

-

27 Aug. 1982

Liberal Party WA Division
WA Academy of Performing Arts – prize and bursary to 
enrolled student
Jesus People Inc. – Purchasing Order
Dr David Miller – United Israeli Appeal – made in honour of 
Harry Boan.

$1,750

$1,000

$1,250

-

-

-

-

No

27 Aug. 1982

G. Bingemann advocated Future Donation Policy: budget 
split into ‘charities, education, political etc.… so that contribu-
tions made by the company could be seen to be more balanced 
throughout the community.’ Agreed.

26 Nov. 1982
Request from National Civic Council. Agreed to ‘continue our 
support.’

$1,500 -

22 Dec. 1982

Liberal Party of Australia (WA Division)
Torchbearers for Legacy (WA)
Request from Perth Chamber of Commerce: Free Enterprise 
program, for $1,000 per year. Agreed support with $500 per 
year for next two years.

$100 

$1,000

$500

-

-

-

Source: Directors Minutes, VSL, CMA, 20274-20276, Box 3156.
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(b) Department Store Websites:

David Jones

http://www.davidjones.com.au

Fenwick (department store)

http://www.fenwick.co.uk

Grands Magasins du Louvre

http://societedulouvre.com

House of Fraser

http://www.houseoffraser.co.uk

Kendal, Milne & Falkner

http://www.houseoffraser.co.uk

La Samaritaine

http://www.lasamaritaine.com

Lever Brothers

http://unilever.com

Lewis’s

http://www.lewissliverpool.co.uk

Myer

http://myer.com.au

Printemps

http://departmentstoreparis.printemps.com


