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Abstract 

The significance of this biographical study is that it has, as its focus, a member of the upper-middle classes – 

Francis Bird, 1845-1937. Given the tendency of historians to focus upon either key leaders or marginalised 

groups in society, this study allows new perspectives on the late colonial period in Western Australia – in 

particular, the period bookended by the convict era and the gold rushes. A microhistory, albeit with a 

biographical approach, this study of Francis Bird and his family provides fresh insight into colonial immigration, 

industry, architecture, and society, during a period hitherto under-represented in the Western Australian 

historical record. It demonstrates how a single-case history is able to connect with a variety of historical 

themes and provide depth to broader histories. 

This study broadens our understanding of immigration in the colonial period. It provides new insights into 

complex motivations for immigration, beyond the established belief of writers who suggest that economic 

necessity was the major factor. Secondly, it demonstrates how private businesses, and entrepreneurs 

themselves, contributed to colonial development, as well as illustrating the factors that stymied further 

progress. It also affords an analysis of the role of entrepreneurs in what has been described as a period of 

‘slow but steady growth’ in Western Australia – suggesting a far more dynamic and important time for the 

colony. Thirdly, it sheds light on the extent to which ‘Englishness’ persisted in architecture, society and class 

relations. In terms of his architectural practice, a study of Francis Bird goes some way to redress the limited 

attention given to Western Australia in Australian architectural histories and suggests a more vibrant and 

independent architectural development than has previously been considered. The influences on the styles of 

the period owed a great deal to the English styles but were also heavily adapted to suit local needs. In studying 

Francis Bird’s home and family life, and the experiences of his wife and daughter, this thesis demonstrates that 

‘Englishness’ was a malleable concept, often more imagined than a strict reproduction. The Bird sources, 

however, demonstrate an enthusiasm for English manners, and a class consciousness that was more overt and 

enduring than many writers have suggested. 

The sources also demonstrate that the roles and positions of women, Aborigines and convicts in late-

nineteenth-century Western Australia were far more complicated than existing histories suggest. They help 

inform the debate over the experiences of women in colonial Australia, demonstrating a society with more 

complex gender relationships than often recognised. The life of Francis's wife Maude certainly included 

periods of suffering and hardship, but it provides a great deal of evidence to suggest that the hardships faced 

by colonial women in settler society have been exaggerated in some histories, especially with reference to the 

middle classes. The Bird family accounts also question established positions relating to the relationships 

between free settlers and convicts in Australia. Finally, the source material describing the relationships 

between Aborigines and the Birds helps to address a shortfall in the literature with respect to southwest 

Aborigines in the period preceding the introduction of Protection Acts and associated policy. It demonstrates 

that some Aboriginal people in the Southwest at this time enjoyed greater autonomy and played a more 

important economic role than has been previously described. 
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The importance of this research lies also in the fact that it draws heavily upon sources previously unavailable 

to historians. These sources include documents and memoirs that have been preserved and cherished by 

family members. In addition, they include recently recorded oral histories from those whose living memories 

included personal interaction with Francis and Maude – the central figures of this history.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
As a newly graduated History teacher in the 1990s, despatched to the wheatbelt to teach Western 

Australian colonial history to mixed classes of 13 and 14-year-olds, it soon became apparent that my 

teaching would revolve around the seminal themes of Aboriginal prehistory, colonial settlement, the 

convict era and the gold rushes. Textbooks existed for each and, in more general texts, these themes 

formed the basis for chapters. As time passed, I became increasingly aware of the ‘gap’ that existed 

between the last two eras. Although convicts continued to serve out their sentences, the last of 

them arrived in Fremantle in 1868 – more than two decades before the payable gold discoveries in 

the Eastern Goldfields that brought the gold ‘rush’ of the 1890s. What had happened in between? 

Was this period really of no consequence? When first considering a doctoral thesis in Western 

Australian history on Francis Bird, a great great grandfather who had arrived and established a life in 

Western Australia during this very period, such questions naturally became central to the research.  

This study demonstrates the value of microhistory in shedding light on Western Australian 

economic, social and cultural history, in the 1870s, 1880s and beyond. Using a biographical, single-

case history approach to the life of Francis Bird, it enhances existing histories by providing a middle-

class viewpoint on aspects such as regional differences in Australian historiography and the degree 

of Englishness in Western Australia at this time, whilst also demonstrating the contribution of this 

middle class to colonial Western Australia. 

The first aim of this study is, therefore, to address an apparent lack of attention in existing histories 

towards the two decades in Western Australia that preceded the 1890s gold rushes. In considering 

what such a study could add to our understanding of Western Australian history, it appeared that it 

was not likely to contribute greatly to the political history of Western Australia, given this ancestor's 

inauspicious forays into representative government. The objective, therefore, was to use the life of 

Francis Bird as a microhistory to explore questions of social and economic history. In 1986, Ian 

Vanden Driesen was sufficiently moved to write that the '…second half of the nineteenth century is 

arguably the most neglected period in the economic and social history of Western Australia'.1 As will 

become clear throughout Chapter One, this study of the life of Francis Bird in Western Australia 

seeks to address this particular neglect. 

If illuminating an hitherto under-researched period is the first aim of this work, then the second is to 

do so from the point of view of a man, and his family, from a class in society that has not been of 

 
1 I. H. Vanden Driesen, Essays on immigration policy and population in Western Australia 1850-1901, Nedlands, 
W.A., University Of Western Australia Press, 1986, p. iii. 
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particular interest to biographers and historians in the past. Indeed, to investigate the life of a 

comfortably-off, English, male settler seems contrary to general directions of post-colonial history-

writing. As will be discussed in Chapter One, earlier histories have been criticised for dwelling on the 

'Anglophile elite', but history writers since have also faced criticism for the 'disintegration' of history, 

where individuals and events are ignored.2 Francis Bird was close to, but not a member of the 

Western Australian elite. He was also not a member of a group that in historiography could be 

described as marginalised, yet for much of his life he was in close contact with those who were. Bird 

was not a premier like John Forrest, nor a convict; not a governor like James Stirling, nor a 

bushranger like Moondyne Joe. His life would not traditionally have been considered for a 

biographical account, and it is for this reason that his experiences and perspective may contribute 

new insights into Western Australian history. 

A third aim, not unrelated to those above, is to examine the degree to which the Western Australian 

experience can add to Australian history in general. Charlie Fox has suggested that, in recent times, 

writers have 'asserted that Western Australia was never really different from the rest of the country, 

and suggestions to that effect were the product of historiographical failings'.3 As a test of this 

assertion, this study will investigate particularly Western Australian developments in areas such as 

immigration and population growth, industry and entrepreneurialism, architectural styles and 

development, and matters of class and society, through the lens of Bird's life. Throughout the study, 

other Australian histories will be compared for points of difference and commonality with the 

Western Australian experience. 

A final, recurring aim is to explore the degree of English influence on Western Australia. As explained 

in Chapter Five, the Bird family clearly referred to themselves as English, and not British, and the 

settler community in colonial Western Australia was overwhelmingly English.4 Geoffrey Bolton, in a 

number of cases, specifically uses the term English, when discussing the society of Perth at the time, 

and it is for this reason that the study will consider 'English' influences on Bird, rather than the more 

general term of 'British'.5 What do the sources upon which this thesis is based suggest about the 

level of identification that first generation settlers and their families felt with their country of origin? 

 
2 David Hackett Fischer, Albion's seed: four British folkways in America, New York, Oxford University Press, 
1989, pp. vii-x. 
3 Charlie Fox, 'The View from the West', in Martin Lyons and Penny Russell (eds), Australia's History: Themes 
and Debates, University of NSW Press, 1999, pp. 86-7. 
4 Census figures do not distinguish between English and Welsh but this group made up 7,268 of the 
approximately 12,000 immigrants in Western Australia at the time of Bird's arrival (1870), and this proportion 
was similar in 1881: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 'Western Australia Census Tables 1881',  Historical Census 
and Colonial Data Archive, https://hccda.ada.edu.au/Individual_Census_Tables/WA/1881/census/tables/. 
5 Two early examples that established Bolton's position are G. C. Bolton, 'Cranford-on-the-Swan?', Labour 
History, issue 4, 1963; G. C. Bolton, 'The idea of a colonial gentry', Historical Studies, Vol. 13, issue 51, 1968. 
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Was England, or the sense of building a new identity strongest amongst these people? While some 

writers in the twentieth century have emphasised Australian nationalism and, as Stuart Macintyre 

describes it, the 'triumph of local initiative' in the colonies, others have suggested that Australian 

history was firmly rooted in an imperial framework.6 More recently, Shelley Richardson has 

suggested that the two positions can be reconciled, and that that 'nationalism and imperialism were 

not necessarily antithetical', in a society in transition.7 

An ambition of the chapters that follow is to provide, through the example of an individual and his 

family, evidence of the influence of England and the broader British Empire on a number of facets of 

Western Australian life. Firstly, in providing reasons for emigration, in what could be described as 

'push' factors. Secondly, in the colony's economic development, and the architectural styles that 

mirrored this development. In the final two chapters this English influence will be assessed in terms 

of the extent to which the English class system existed in Western Australia, and the English manners 

and etiquette that the settlers brought to Australia. The aim will be to judge the impact of these 

English influences, in comparison with other factors, such as the Australian environment, economic 

realities, and individual agency.  

An additional concern of this thesis, that was made apparent very quickly once my research began, is 

the extent of erroneous, exaggerated, or misleading information surrounding Francis Bird and his 

life, in community publications and, occasionally, scholarly accounts. Chapter One of this study will 

explore the literature as it relates to my aims above but will also weigh the potential pitfalls of 

biography as history against its benefits, and consider the issues faced when using oral and family 

histories. Chapter One will also discuss the views of historians on the value of 'microhistory' and 

archival research. By utilising more authoritative sources, seeking corroborating evidence, and 

uncovering original documents and previously ignored archives, while acknowledging the 

fragmentary and imperfect nature of historical sources, this study aims to provide the most 

definitive account of Francis Bird possible, and redress cases of misinformation that have lasted 

many decades. 

Hatboxes and Family: Historical Sources 

Chapter One, as noted above, includes a discussion of family history writing. The serendipitous 

element of this exercise was that, at its commencement, a veritable treasure-trove of primary 

 
6 Stuart Macintyre, 'Australia and the Empire', in Robin Winks (ed.), The Oxford History of the British Empire, 
Volume V: Historiography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999, Vol. 5, pp. 166-7. 
7 Shelley Richardson, Family Experiments: Middle-class, professional families in Australia and New Zealand c. 
1880–1920, Canberra, ANU Press, 2016, p. 14, https://press.anu.edu.au/publications/series/anu-lives-series-
biography/family-experiments. 
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sources made itself available to me, via a granddaughter of Francis Bird, Patricia Ridley. Turning 100 

early in 2020, Pat is the daughter of Francis's second eldest son, Bruce. Living in Nedlands with her 

husband Eddie, Pat was 'adopted' by Francis's daughter Mary, who lived in nearby Claremont in her 

later years. Although I had never known the Ridleys, it was via this connection that the collected 

works and ephemera of the Bird family was handed to me in the somewhat intriguing receptacle of 

an Edwardian hatbox, complete with leather handle and Savoy Hotel sticker.  Within the box were 

many of the documents that Pat had lent to the J.S. Battye Library of Western Australian History for 

copying to microfiche in the 1980s, but also a considerable amount of extra material. Pat has 

continued to be a source of ephemera, throughout the study, as she clears wardrobes and 

bookcases untouched for many decades. The personal voice of Francis is rare in these documents 

but the memoirs of his wife and daughter, the folders of inward and outward correspondence, the 

invitations, cards and photographs all contributed to a starting point for many of the directions the 

study would later take. 

The second advantage that I had, starting the research when I did, was that Francis had four other 

surviving grandchildren, who had known their grandparents to a varying extent, depending on their 

age. Three of these grandchildren; Wendy Lu Hackett, David Bird, and Jocelyn Bowey; were generous 

enough to offer their reminiscences in the form of oral histories, submitting to long interviews and 

providing written and pictorial evidence for the study. Once again, this group of descendants had not 

been a part of my family life beforehand but, a grandchild of their cousin, I was welcomed and 

supported by these elderly siblings, two of whom have since passed away. If the study had been 

begun only marginally later, their glimpses into the lives of two people who lived most of their lives 

in the nineteenth century would almost certainly have gone unrecorded.  

I am not the first member of the Bird family to attempt a historical account but the first to focus 

solely on Francis Bird and his immediate family, and the first to do so in an academic capacity. As a 

family member I have been able to draw upon the work of Francis's youngest son, Ivan Marmaduke 

Bird, who has written on the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill (the Bird family home in Albany from 1889 to 

the 1940s), and great grandson, Peter Lunt, who used sources available to him to compile a 

scrapbook-like collection of images, documents and thoughts relating to his family, after his 

retirement from farming. More publicly available sources, yet also invaluable at the outset of the 

study, include the numerous community accounts and local histories that dealt with the Bird family 

in some respect. In-depth local histories, that deal only in part with Francis Bird include histories of 

Kalamunda, Claremont and Albany. Smaller-scale, community-based sources that focus directly on 

the Birds include those of the Canning Districts Historical Society, the Pickering Brook Heritage 

Group, and the City of Gosnells.  
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While these sources were starting points for my research, they desperately needed more concrete 

evidence in order to validate, or refute, their often-unsubstantiated claims. In terms of Francis's life 

in Perth and the Canning, most of the primary sources lay in the collections of the State Records 

Office of Western Australia and, in particular, the Colonial Secretary's correspondence files. 

Accessing newspaper reports and advertisements through Trove was particularly useful in, but not 

restricted to, validating dates and commercial transactions. Battye Library archives were also useful, 

particularly relating to architectural works. A wealth of information was also gleaned from the 

Robert Stephens Collection at the Albany Library. In this collection were numerous examples of 

correspondence between Ivan Bird and Stephens, much of which related to memories of Ivan's 

parents, and the Old Farm at Strawberry Hill. 

When seeking to support claims about Francis's life and influences before arriving in Western 

Australia, the archives in Australia were of limited value. The University of Western Australia, 

Graduate Research School, and History Department generously funded a trip to London in 2015, and 

a wide variety of new sources became available. Most useful were the records of the Royal Institute 

of British Architects (RIBA) at the Victoria and Albert Museum, the British National Archives at Kew, 

the RIBA Library, the Hammersmith and Fulham Local Studies and Archives, the London 

Metropolitan Archive, and the Kensington and Chelsea Local Studies and Archive. Whilst in London, I 

was also able to meet with another Bird descendant and family historian, Ian Hunter-Craig, who had 

compiled a large collection of Bird documents and histories, and Patricia Clarke, from the Pinner 

Local History Society. 

In investigating Francis Bird's architectural works, and his contribution to the Public Works 

Department of Western Australia, the resources of the Heritage Council of Western Australia were 

particularly useful, as were those of the National Trust (WA). In this area, it was also useful to access 

Heritage Assessments by heritage professionals in Western Australia. This was then supplemented 

by my own visits to Bird sites throughout Western Australia, which included those in Perth, Dongara, 

Northam, Albany and the Perth hills region. 

The above is just a small sample of the primary and secondary sources accessed for this study. The 

underlying principle in their use was to assume inaccuracy in all sources, until corroborating 

evidence became available, and to draw conclusions when this evidence became significant and 

compelling enough to support the position taken. 
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The life of Francis Bird 

In tracing the life of Francis Bird, I adhere mostly to a chronological, biographical structure. Francis 

Bird, a trained architect, arrived in Western Australia aboard The Bridgetown in 1869. As the 

accounts in Chapter Two will suggest, the young gentleman may only have been intending to visit 

Western Australia, on what appears to have been his version of a ‘Grand Tour’. A significant change 

of plan then saw Francis invest a sizable inheritance in the new colony, marry and start a family, and 

never return to live in England. At one stage, Bird was one of the largest employers in the colony. 

While his first venture, a partnership with timber miller Benjamin Mason, ended in bankruptcy, 

Francis persevered and re-established his reputation in a remarkably short time. His acceptance into 

the upper echelons of colonial Perth appears to have assisted in his emergence as a noted architect 

and building superintendent. Moving to Albany after health problems in 1889, Bird continued to 

work in architecture throughout the gold rush period, as well as becoming a prominent identity in 

the district. 

The narrative of Bird's life begins in Chapter Two, which deals with Francis's decision to emigrate in 

1869. In explaining this decision, it will include references to his early life in West London, followed 

by his experiences at his father's estate in Pinner, and then his early architectural training – first in 

Southampton, and then London. His father's business interests, and family links to building and land 

speculation, will be linked to the embryonic timber industry in Western Australia. The chapter will 

also consider the economic situation in London at the time of Francis's departure, as well as the 

broader social forces that were raising awareness of, and enthusiasm for Empire at the time. 

Francis's position as third son will be discussed in the light of contemporary understandings of the 

dynamics of Victorian families, and the chapter will not neglect the element of chance and romantic 

possibility that may also have been significant in his decision to make Western Australia his home. 

Chapter Three details Francis's time as a timber entrepreneur, based in the Canning district, east of 

Perth. Francis entered into partnership with saw miller, Benjamin Mason, soon after his arrival, and 

invested a considerable sum in establishing a jarrah timber business, and an impressive home – in 

the Perth foothills. For approximately ten years, Mason, Bird and Co. would persevere in what, after 

its early promise, was to prove to be a most marginal of industries, beset with problems of transport 

and markets. By the 1880s Bird was without partners and faced financial ruin. Without a proper port, 

or railway system, Bird's investment was lost to bankruptcy, and the family forced to move into 

rented accommodation. The chapter will analyse the factors affecting the Western Australian 

economy at this time, and the timber industry in particular. It will consider the extent to which Bird 

was responsible for his own failure in the light of these. It will also consider whether, despite the 
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failure of Mason, Bird and Co., his investment and expertise made a significant contribution to the 

colony's economy at the time, and paved the way for future industries, and infrastructure 

development. 

In Chapter Four, Francis' architectural career is examined, including time he spent in private practice, 

and as a government employee. Separate sections will be devoted to his churches, his commercial 

buildings, and his residential designs – in Perth, Albany, and other rural centres. A focus of the 

chapter is the degree of 'high' style evident in his designs, during a period dismissed by other writers 

as one generally devoid of such architecture – as discussed in Chapter One. With his styles identified, 

the aim is to then consider the various influences that contributed to these styles, reflecting 

particularly on the overall theme of Englishness in his work. Bird's architectural practice also 

coincided with a period of Australian nationalism that gave rise to features that have been described 

as Australian Style.8 Seldom do those outside Western Australia consider their counterparts in the 

west to have contributed to this movement, yet in Bird's designs there are Australian features as 

clearly evident as in the homes and buildings of Sydney or Melbourne. The last portion of Chapter 

Four relates to the contributions of Francis Bird, and architects in general, to the communities in 

which they lived. Establishing relationships was important in a business sense, but these connections 

and contributions often went far beyond self-interest.  

Chapter Five deviates from a strict chronology – focussing on a theme, rather than a distinct period, 

and devoting a greater emphasis to the experiences and recollections of Francis Bird's wife and 

daughter in building a picture of his social, family and private life. The importance of class in colonial 

Western Australian society is examined, in the light of suggestions from some writers that the colony 

was highly stratified, while others claim that the English class system rapidly disintegrated in 

Australia. The concept of 'gentry' is discussed, and how it applied in Western Australia, real or 

imagined, along with the extent of social circles, or cliques, in society. As suggested above, Bird's 

architectural work was accompanied by an extensive community role, wherever he lived. In this 

chapter, social connections and obligations are discussed as critical to not only economic, but also 

social status. There follows an analysis of the types of manners and etiquette expected in the social 

circles of the Birds. Standards of dress, relations with member of the opposite sex, and the position 

of servants is examined, along with the role of women, and the home, in perpetuating these social 

standards. The chapter concludes with a discussion of identity, and sense of 'home' for those in 

 
8 Again, this is discussed further in Chapter One. A key account is John Phillips, 'John Sulman and the Question 
of an “ Australian Style of Architecture”', Fabrications, Vol. 8, issue 1, 1997. 
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nineteenth-century Western Australia. The attachment of the Birds, even in subsequent generations, 

to England, is pronounced, even as their English habits and values began to decline. 

The final chapter deals with three groups considered to have been marginalised in history writing – 

women, convicts (including ex-convicts and their fellow working class) and Aborigines. As will be 

explained in Chapter One at some length, as a single-case, middle-class microhistory, this study of 

Francis Bird seeks here to explore what insights may be gained in investigating his interpersonal 

relations with each group. The experiences of Francis's wife Augusta Maude are considered in the 

light of contrasting pictures of life for colonial women. Chapter Six will explain that whilst some 

writers depict such lives as deprived and intolerable, others suggest the harshness of the 

environment has been overstated. In Maude, elements of both portrayals are evident, with the 

likelihood being that there was a broad middle ground. Her life is examined here, to consider 

whether it provides evidence of a strictly patriarchal society with the role of women limited to the 

domestic sphere, or if it demonstrates a greater freedom, intellectual stimulation and independence 

afforded many women in similar positions. In terms of the working classes and convicts, the Bird 

family interactions with them are described, and the positive nature of these interactions 

demonstrated. This is, to some extent, in contrast to depictions of such relationships being fraught 

with suspicion, and what Penny Russell describes as fear of the 'Savage'.9 Russell's term also applies 

to the way many settlers saw Aborigines in colonial times, and this is where the chapter concludes. 

The Bird family reminiscences demonstrate a fascination with the Aboriginal people, as has been 

described as common in early accounts, but also show that, by the 1870s in Western Australia, 

Aboriginal people were living alongside the settler society, and the two groups were interacting with 

some success.10 In the Bird experience, Aboriginal people were clearly treated with paternalism and 

occasional mistrust but there is also evidence of Aboriginal communities that were autonomous, and 

in a far more positive position than after the enactment of protection policies from the 1880s. The 

chapter aims to determine whether, in the case of the Bird family experience, the settler/Aboriginal 

relationship at this time could be so simply defined as that of oppressor and oppressed, or whether 

it was marked by considerable complexity, depending on time, place and individual experience. 

In all chapters, the Bird experience suggests more nuance than previous accounts would admit to in 

terms of developments, interactions, and attitudes. Through the accounts of Bird's middle-class 

family, there is the opportunity to assess relationships and experiences that were not afforded the 

elites, and shed light on the diversity of views and attitudes that existed at the time. 

 
9 Penny Russell, Savage or Civilised? Manners in Colonial Australia, University of New South Wales Press, 2011. 
10 Russel describes both fascination with, and 'obsessive documenting' of Aboriginal people. Ibid. 
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The family of Francis and Augusta Maude Bird 
 
The following family members are mentioned or referred to in this study. 
 
The Birds 
Parents: George (b. 1805, d. 1878) and Mary Anne Bird (b. 1810, d. 1889) – Married 1832, London 
Their children: Jane (b. 1835, d. 1904) 

Stanley (b. 1836, d. 1905) 
  Jessie (b. 1842) 

Arthur (b. 1843, d. 1931) 
  Francis (b. 1845, d. 1937) 
  Walter (b. 1848) 
  Samuel (b. 1849) 
  Emily (b. 1851) 
  Mary Ann (b. 1855) 
  Charles (b. 1856, d. 1905) 
 
The Earnshaws 
Parents:  David Fothergill Earnshaw (b. 1913, d. 1871) and Mary (b. 1822, d. 1905) – Married 1842 

Busselton  
Their surviving children:  

Selena (b. 1843, d. 1929) 
  Susan (b.1845, d, 1926) 
  Marion (b. 1846, d.1926) 

Augusta Maude (b. 1852, d. 1946) 
Clara (b. 1856, d.1889) 
Blanche (b. 1860, d. 1942) 

 
Francis and Augusta 
Married 14/2/1871, Busselton. 
Their children: Son (stillborn 1871) 

Frank Noel (b. 1872 Canning, d. 1954) 
  Mary Augusta (b.1874 Woodloes, m. Felix Cowle 1896, d. 1964) 
  Son (stillborn 1876) 
  Harold St George (b. 1878 Woodloes, d. 1954) 
  Bruce Earnshaw (b. 1879 Woodloes, d. 1971) 
  Walter Disraeli (b. 1881 Woodloes, d. 1966) 
  Stanley Keith (b. 1882 Perth, d.1883) 
  Dorothy Maude (b. 1883 Perth, d.1883) 
  Eric Hereward (b. 1884 Perth, d.1912) 
  Maude Marjorie (b. 1886 Fremantle, d. 1886) 
  Irene Sybil (b. 1887 Claremont, d. 1887) 
  Arthur Lancelot (b. 1888 Claremont, d. 1969) 
  Ivan Marmaduke (b. 1893 The Old Farm, d. 1969) 
  John E. Pomeroy (b. 1895 The Old Farm, d. 1895) 
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A Basic Timeline of Francis Bird in Western Australia 
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CHAPTER ONE: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 

As explained in the previous section, this thesis explores Western Australian colonial history through 

the life of Francis Bird. His experiences, and that of his family, provide evidence to support, develop 

and challenge existing histories, across a range of historical themes. In this chapter such histories will 

be examined, in order to demonstrate the importance of this thesis in relation to the existing 

literature. 

The review that follows begins with an analysis of developments in historical biography and 

microhistory until recent times, and a selection of existing biographies relating to Australian and 

Western Australian colonial history. The analysis weighs the advantages against the potential pitfalls 

of writing biography as history and considers areas of apparent neglect in Australian and Western 

Australian biography. It also incorporates a consideration of the role of archives, oral histories and 

family histories in biography.  

The remainder of this review will deal with the specific aims of the thesis, to illustrate the ways in 

which it makes an original contribution to Western Australian history. One focus of this review is, 

therefore, to examine histories of Western Australia and its people in the context of wider 

developments in the British Empire, and discussions relating to the interconnections between 

England itself and the colonies, or ‘periphery’ of the empire.  It will concentrate on sources that 

provide an analysis of emigration from Britain, and the motivations of migrants. Why would a person 

such as Bird decide to settle in Western Australia in the two decades prior to the gold rushes? To 

what extent was Bird’s experience typical?  

Secondly, this chapter will assess the historiography of late-nineteenth-century Western Australian 

economic history. Although this thesis follows the life and times of Francis Bird through to his death 

in the 1930s, its economic history focus is on Western Australia from the 1870s into the early 1880s, 

whilst Bird was involved in the timber industry. The literature relating to the vagaries and particular 

problems of the Western Australian economy in this period will be discussed, along with the role and 

contribution of colonial entrepreneurs.  

A third area investigated will be developments in Western Australian architectural history. Given 

that Francis Bird spent most of his life as an architect or building supervisor, in either private practice 

or public service, this section will form the most significant part of both this chapter and the thesis 

itself. It is Bird's work as an architect that best illustrates the value of a middle-class, or second tier 

professional perspective in understanding and interpreting Western Australian history, and the 
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influence of Britain in the colonies. Existing histories will be discussed that consider the contribution 

of individual architects to Australia's and Western Australia’s architectural landscape, the key 

stylistic characteristics of architects in Western Australia and their influences, and the extent to 

which their work reflected broader developments, movements, and styles. A key debate lies in the 

degree to which the colony followed stylistic developments in the east, or whether architects in 

Western Australia were more directly interpreting international developments, particularly in 

London. An aim of this study is to use Bird’s life to illustrate the importance of architects in early 

Australian society, noting that some critics urge caution in architectural history writing, which may 

lionise individual architects and tend to focus more on the ‘grand’ and less on the overall landscape 

– the actual social and physical environment of the time. 

Finally, through a study of Bird’s relationships and interactions with others, this thesis will provide 

insight into how Western Australian colonial society operated and interacted. This review will 

therefore encompass key questions of class and culture and, to a lesser extent, gender, and race in 

existing Western Australian histories.  

The following review deals with the literature as it relates to these five key areas, exploring the 

positions of historians in each case, and highlighting apparent areas of neglect – where this thesis 

makes an important contribution. 

 

The Challenges of Biography as History 

Historical biography has benefitted from a resurgence of interest in recent times. Traditional 

biographies from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were the target of criticism after 

the 1950s, but a new approach to historical biography has reinvigorated this type of history. In this 

section, the evolution of historical biography is discussed, with an exploration of various arguments 

put forward in support of the changes to this type of history writing. The concepts of single case 

history, and microhistory, will be considered, as part of this discussion. Australian biography, 

Western Australian biography and architectural biography are then discussed, in terms of 

comparative examples, and areas of neglect that this study may help to redress. 

In the words of David Nasaw, 'biography remains the [History] profession’s unloved stepchild.'1 He 

characterises its critics as depicting it as a ‘lesser’ form of history, given that it is bound by the life 

span of the subject, and focuses on an individual alone. Historical biography in the Victorian era, and 

the early decades of the twentieth century has been criticised for clinging too tightly to narrative and 

 
1 David Nasaw, 'Introduction', The American Historical Review, Vol. 114, issue 3, 2009, p. 573. 



13 
 

chronology, and for lionising individuals – presenting a one-sided, hagiographic view of their 

accomplishments and relationships. Biography in Victorian times, according to Peter France and 

William St Clair, was essentially storytelling. In this era, history was 'characterised by considerable 

interest in life-writing'.2 The aim was to 'celebrate exemplary existences and offer them as models 

for imitation.'3 The earliest examples of biography in Western Australia follow this model in 

demonstrating the theme of ‘pioneer triumph’ over adversity.4 According to Barbara Caine, 

historians have looked down upon this type of biography because it tended to neglect wider 

historical processes in pursuing one individual. It has been seen as easier, and less sophisticated, as it 

didn’t require an analysis of political, economic or social structures and forces.5 

Lambert and Lester suggest that it was a suspicion of ‘life-writing’ and attacks on its 'verbose 

hagiography' that led to the trend after World War Two to move away from centring on the 

individual, and towards a social, or structural approach to history writing. With the rise of social 

history from the 1960s, the focus on prominent, male figures that characterised historical biography 

was particularly questioned by Marxist and feminist writers and this led to a move away from 

biography and towards an approach that de-emphasised the importance of the individual in history. 

Biographies continued to be written but were often works that related the life of a leading figure to 

wider historical questions or themes – those with 'narrative discontinuity' rather than a strictly 

chronological approach.6  

As part of this change, writers analysed the theory of biography writing for the first time. Laura 

Marcus described the ‘new’ biography as featuring a sense of equality between biographer and 

subject – as opposed to Victorian ‘hero-worship’. There was also brevity, and selective use of 

information, rather than a complete life story. In contrast to the traditional life-story form, central 

motifs were identified and used as the basis for a more structured style of writing – such as a 

personality trait or the individual’s character – rather than chronological events. Overall, the aim 

was an 'analysis or synthesis rather than the accumulation of facts.'7  

 
2 David Lambert and Alan Lester, Colonial Lives Across the British Empire: imperial careering in the long 
nineteenth century, Cambridge, UK, Cambridge University Press, 2006, p. 18. 
3 Peter France and William St Clair, 'Introduction', in Peter France and William St Clair (eds), Mapping Lives: The 
Uses of Biography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 1. 
4 These include accounts such as T. J. Briggs’ account of his father’s life, and Kimberley’s general work; T. J. 
Briggs, Life and experiences of a successful West Australian, Perth, W.A., Sands & McDougall Printers, 1917; W. 
B. Kimberly, History of West Australia: a narrative of her past together with biographies of her leading men, 
Melbourne, F. W. Niven, 1897. 
5 Barbara Caine, Biography and History, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, p. 19. 
6 Lambert and Lester, Colonial Lives Across the British Empire, p. 20. 
7 Laura Marcus, 'The Newness of 'New Biography'', in Peter Francis and William St Clair (eds), Mapping Lives: 
The Uses of Biography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 196. 
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From the 1970s emphasis turned to 'the capacity of individual lives to illuminate larger historical 

patterns and developments.'8 Caine uses the example of Kathryn Kish Sklar’s Catharine Beecher: A 

Study in Domesticity (1973), which was a study of the mid-nineteenth century through one woman’s 

life. What followed was an expansion in the range of biographical subjects. New biography emerged 

from social history, and its concern with minorities and marginalised or disempowered groups.  

Since this time, historians have reinvigorated biography by taking a more analytical and 

interpretative approach. Norman Denzin, in the 1980s, distinguished the 'interpretive biographical 

method' from what he describes as the classical approach, whereby a life is seen as a consistent, 

orderly production. Denzin is critical of this classical approach to biography, in that it incorrectly 

assumes lives are ordered and rational, and ignores the grey areas in human behaviour, and the 

‘gaps’ between experiences and events.9 The subjects then are ‘created’ in a way that fits into 

accepted theories, whether they be sociological/behavioural, or historiographical. For Denzin, 

interpretive strategies involve the researcher identifying a set of experiences in a subject’s life – 

isolating segments or categories, and then, for instance, asking the subject of an oral interview to 

expand upon each. 'Multiple perspectives on the same life experiences are sought' and then each 

experience is related to the broader life picture. 10 The conventions of interpretive historical 

biography are therefore to begin with a grounding in the subject’s family background – the ‘zero 

point’ – as 'virtually all biographical texts begin with family history' and then identify ‘markers’ or 

‘epiphanies’ – key moments and turning points in the life.11 It is this approach that has been applied 

in the chapters to come on Francis Bird, where broader themes and historical questions, rather than 

the life story, become central to the works.  

Modern biography is an extension of this interpretative approach, seen by its authors as history, not 

biography, so that telling an entire life story is not necessary. The life explored is no longer viewed as 

unique or exceptional, but simply evidence of broader historical experiences, and the result is 

described by Caine as no longer the study of individuals driving history but instead a form of 

‘microhistory’:12 

It was this emphasis on the importance of the individual which causes historians so much 

disquiet about biography in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While this interest in 

important individuals continues, it has been supplanted in a great deal of recent work by 

 
8 Caine, Biography and History, p. 23. 
9 Norman K. Denzin, Interpretive Biography, California, SAGE Publications Inc., 1989, p. 52. 
10 Ibid., p. 57. 
11 Ibid., pp. 18,19. 
12 Caine, Biography and History, p. 112. 
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a very different interest concerning the way in which an individual life can reflect wider 

patterns within society or show the impact of social, economic and political change on 

ordinary people.13 

The thesis that follows will reflect, in many respects, this concept of a 'microhistory'. Soraya de 

Chadarevian defines microhistory as a trend in history since the 1970s and 1980s, where researchers 

focussed for the first time on small groups, towns, or even individuals, that seemed 'insignificant in 

themselves'.14 Such microhistories have been seen to 'provide insights into broader social and 

cultural structures while, at the same time, contributing to a richer understanding of individuals and 

their societal actions.'15 In reference to his work on a sixteenth-century miller, condemned to death 

by the Inquisition, Carlo Ginzburg describes microhistory as the 'minute analysis of circumscribed 

documentation, tied to a person who was otherwise unknown'.16 He admits that such an approach is 

limited by the documents and the silences of the 'protagonist' himself, but maintains that the value 

in such accounts lies in the depth they provide to broader histories, where individuals such as the 

miller are mere statistics. Ginzburg describes this sort of history-writing as providing the cinematic 

close-up, to balance the extreme long-shots.17 

This importance of microhistory was supported by David Bell, in 2002, when he explained that 

microhistory had grown as a genre as historians turned against the aggregation of people in 

categories and 'overarching abstractions'. Bell refers to English historian, E. P. Thompson, in 

emphasising the 'malleable nature of social categories and group identities', and 'the autonomous 

agency of even the poorest and weakest members of society', who shape their own destinies. Bell's 

view is that turning to microhistory occurred when historians 'revolted against the idea that the 

microcosm did little but passively reflect the macrocosm.'18 Bell describes microhistory as being split 

into two distinct types – those based on extraordinary events, or based on extraordinary sources, 

and those that focus on the 'ordinary and mundane'.19 The ordinary individuals, or interpersonal 

relations, in microhistories expose inconsistencies and conflicts that, if done well, 'illuminate the 

complexity of historical change' and counter the sweeping assumptions and generalisations of the 

 
13 Ibid., p. 122. 
14 Soraya de Chadarevian, 'Microstudies versus big picture accounts?', Studies in History and Philosophy of 
Biological and Biomedical Sciences, Vol. 40, issue 1, April, 2009, p. 14. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Carlo Ginzburg, John Tedeschi, and Anne C. Tedeschi, 'Microhistory: Two or Three Things That I Know about 
It', Critical Inquiry, Vol. 20, issue 1, 1993, p. 22. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 2021/07/06/). 
17 Ibid., p. 27. 
18 David A. Bell, 'Total History and Microhistory: The French and Italian Paradigms', in Lloyd Kraner and Sarah 
Maza (eds), A Companion to Western Historical Thought, Oxford, Blackwell Publishers, 2002, p. 266. 
19 Ibid., p. 271. 
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social sciences.20 For Ginzburg, 'reality is fundamentally discontinuous and heterogenous' and 

therefore microhistory is necessary to provide a more complete macro understanding.21 In this study 

of the life of Francis Bird, whose middle class experiences in comparison with more celebrated West 

Australians could be described as those of the 'ordinary individual', the experiences uncovered add 

depth to a number of generalisations regarding Western Australian and Australian history, and also 

challenge them. 

This work remains a biography, however, albeit with clear elements of microhistory. Jill Lepore 

distinguishes between biography and microhistory through four propositions. Firstly, ' … biography is 

largely founded on a belief in the singularity and significance of an individual's life and his 

contribution to history … microhistory is founded upon almost the opposite assumption: however 

singular a person's life may be, the value of examining it lies not in its uniqueness, but in its 

exemplariness, in how that individual's life serves as an allegory for broader issues affecting the 

culture as a whole.'22 Secondly, whereas biographers 'seek to profile an individual and recapitulate a 

life story', microhistorians are focused on solving smaller 'mysteries', where the purpose is 

explaining an aspect of the culture, not to give a full life story, even if that may happen as part of the 

process. This thesis is not only an individual life story, it will seek to address aspects of Western 

Australian society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. There is a uniqueness to the 

Bird story, however, so his personal significance and contribution also need to be explored. 

Thirdly for Lepore, whilst biographers struggle with becoming close to their subject and to their 

informants, and ultimately possibly betraying them, microhistorians are typically more removed 

from their subjects, and are motivated by giving voice to the 'inarticulate' in advancing social history. 

In this way they 'resurrect' those who have left incomplete or fragmentary records, and perhaps 

'betray' those whose records are more complete.23 Finally, where biographers tend to identify with 

their subjects, sympathising with their position and actions, a microhistorian tends to step away 

from the subject and consider different views of these actions, finding their own 'angle'. Historical 

themes may become the angle – with the anecdotes and characters becoming devices that lead 

towards answers to historical questions.24 As a descendant of Francis Bird, I may be considered 

'close' to my subject, but this thesis becomes more of a microhistory in that it is centred upon 

 
20 Ibid., p. 273. 
21 Ginzburg et al., 'Microhistory: Two or Three Things That I Know about It', p. 27. 
22 Jill Lepore, 'Historians Who Love Too Much: Reflections on Microhistory and Biography', The Journal of 
American history (Bloomington, Ind.), Vol. 88, issue 1, 2001, p. 133. 
23 Ibid., p. 138. 
24 Ibid., p. 144. 
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historical questions and themes, and how the Bird story illuminates them, rather than privileging 

Bird's actions and positions, and only pursuing a chronological approach. 

Modern biography, however, does not disregard the individual. Caine describes a ‘biographical turn’ 

in recent times, where the analysis of individual lives is now seen as equal in importance to the study 

of political institutions or social and economic structures. In recent historical biography, the lives of 

individuals have often provided a counterpoint to an existing historical discourse. James Walter 

warns that, although historical theory can provide a valuable basis for a biography, ‘holistic’ 

approaches where theories, such as Marxism, dominate, fail to appreciate the motivations of 

individuals, whose lives may illuminate history in a unique way.25 Nigel Hamilton, writing in 2007, 

described historical biography in more recent times as 'finally coming of age', with increased interest 

perhaps a reaction to the ideology and generalisation found in the work of social historians.26 He 

suggests that biography writing has become an important feature of democracy – where 

investigating the life of an individual can bring into question an otherwise unchallenged discourse: 

The task of challenging myths has become a sine qua non of modern biography. 

Biographers accept that no single definitive account of a human life is possible, yet 

they are aware that they are part of a wave of insistent attempts, highbrow and 

lowbrow, to reinterpret past and present lives on behalf of the current generation – 

the better, on the whole, to understand those lives… 

Nasaw discusses this increase in interest in biographies in the last decade, describing it as a 'recent 

efflorescence of biographies by historians.' He suggests that a possible reason for this is a growing 

access to primary sources, giving historians the ability to investigate categories of history such as 

class and gender at the level of the individual, so that 'biography is no longer restricted to the lives of 

the rich, powerful, famous and infamous.'27 The use of biography as a ‘prism’ through which to 

dissect and illuminate history has been championed by writers such as Robert Rotberg: 

Biographers, as historians, are able to discover motivation, and to place their subjects 

fully in the context of their political, social, and economic times. They have often been 

responsible for recovering the force of forgotten human agency—for rescuing critical 

and overlooked human efforts in the surge of historical changes. Without biographies 

 
25 James Walter, ''The Solace of Doubt'? Biographical Methodology after the Short Twentieth Century', in Peter 
France and William St Clair (eds), Mapping Lives: The Uses of Biography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002. 
26 Nigel Hamilton, Biography: A Brief History, Harvard University Press, 2007, p. 241. 
27 Nasaw, 'Introduction', p. 576. 
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(and biographers) of all kinds, especially those that are sensitive and responsible, the 

historical enterprise would be far less informed, and far less complete.28 

The aim of this biography is to add to the history of Western Australia, rather than simply pursue the 

narrative of Bird’s life from start to end – to situate Bird’s life and accomplishments, as well as his 

failures, 'within the larger forces of regional and global history.'29 Historical themes and 

historiographical debates will be illuminated by key moments in Bird’s life. This study therefore takes 

the form of a ‘life history’, rather than a ‘life story’, as distinguished by Ann Oakley.30  

Bird's life story, however, remains an important part of this study. Modern biography may be distant 

from classical biographies, with their strict chronologies, but that does not mean that they eschew 

chronology entirely. Rotberg explains that, in the past, writers have believed that focus on the 

narrative may ‘inhibit’ history.31 Modern biographers may see a chronological approach as old 

fashioned but, as explained by Mark Kinkead-Weekes, 

 …strict chronology allows some miming for a reader of how a life may have felt to 

live, at the time. There will be too many spaces, unknowns, opacities, for this to be 

more than partial, and frustrating, as biographers know only too well; but the strictly 

chronological method also tends to show up the gaps in the evidence which confident 

analysis conceals.32 

It is therefore the aim of this study to retain a chronological basis but also to follow the interpretive 

format advocated by Denzin, which involves ‘weaving’ the subject’s life experiences 'into and 

through the researcher’s interpretations of that life.'33 In this way, the biographer and historian 

combine in a way that Michael Holdroyd describes as ‘humanising’ history. For Holdroyd, '…the 

biographer is concerned with what differentiates one man, or woman, from another. One gives the 

overall, the other gives the eye-level view of what has happened.'34 

Evidence of Australian historians’ recent enthusiasm for biography can be seen in the 2012 issue of 

Australian Historical Studies, which was devoted entirely to historical biography, and in the 2018 

 
28 Robert I. Rotberg, 'Biography and Historiography: Mutual Evidentiary and Interdisciplinary Considerations', 
The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 40, issue 3, 2010, p. 1. p. 324 
29 Ibid., p. 320. 
30 Ann Oakley, 'The social science of biographical life- writing: some methodological and ethical issues', 
International Journal of Social Research Methodology, Vol. 13, issue 5, 2010, p. 425. 
31 Rotberg, 'Biography and Historiography: Mutual Evidentiary and Interdisciplinary Considerations', p. 318. 
32 Mark Kinkead-Weekes, 'Writing Lives Forwards: A Case for Strictly Chronological Biography', in Peter France 
and William St Clair (eds), Mapping Lives: The Uses of Biography, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 251. 
33 Denzin, Interpretive Biography, p. 58. 
34 Michael Holroyd, Works on Paper: The Craft of Biography and Autobiography, Great Britain, Abacus, 2003, p. 
22. 
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launch of the Australian Journal of Biography and History.35 This growth in enthusiasm for biography 

is tempered somewhat by the continuation of earlier concerns. Allbrook and Nolan, in 2018, 

described the ‘mistrust’ of historical biography amongst Australian academics that began in the 

1950s. This was a mistrust based on a perceived ‘tendency to rely on singularity and individual 

agency in preference to structural causation’. In their view, ‘biography is perhaps only just starting to 

shake off this history’.36  

In a history in progress on her ancestor Joseph Thompson, Penny Russell’s describes ‘blending 

history with genealogy’ as she compiles a biographical account of an East London draper and his 

arrival in Sydney in 1833. 37 The value of such biography, in a similar fashion to this thesis, lies in the 

fact that the subject was not typical of historical biography in the past. Russell’s work has been 

described by Allbrook and Nolan as one where the Thompson family’s ‘perceptions of class, 

commerce and religion in colonial Sydney acts as a powerful counterpoint to establishment 

accounts’.38 

How has this broader evolution of historical biography been reflected in Western Australian writing? 

In the post-war years in Western Australia, there was a particular interest in biographical writing. 

This included Marnie Bassett’s The Hentys, Frank Crowley and Geoffrey Bolton’s works on the 

Forrest brothers, and works on John Septimus Roe and Charles Harper.39 Bolton himself commented, 

however, that with few exceptions these were marked by ‘restraint’, with the authors generally 

sympathetic to their subjects.40 They were also primarily the histories of important public figures, 

even though a more critical, interpretive approach was taken to the times in which the subject lived. 

 
35 Malcolm Allbrook and Melanie Nolan, 'Australian historians and biography', Australian Journal of Biography 
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36 Ibid., p. 3. 
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38 Allbrook and Nolan, 'Australian historians and biography', p. 17. 
39 F. K. Crowley, Sir John Forrest, St. Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 1968; G. C. Bolton, Alexander 
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As a result of the rise of social history, biography in Western Australia became less dominated by the 

lives of key figures and leaders, although it did not completely turn the focus to the ‘ordinary’ or 

downtrodden, partly because of the paucity of sources. Alexandra Hasluck’s ground-breaking 1959 

biography of convict William Sykes, however, proved it could be done, and demonstrated the new 

style of history, based on the perspective of previously marginalised or silent groups in the historical 

record.41 Although biographies of prominent citizens remained popular, the focus of some 

biographies had shifted, to provide a deliberate emphasis on more ‘ordinary’ Australians.   

In Western Australia, biography was boosted by the development of the Dictionary of Western 

Australians in 1979, as well as a surge in oral history at the time.42 These provided historians with 

further impetus to explore social changes in Western Australian history. C.T. Stannage, in his People 

of Perth interspersed social, economic and political history with vignettes of particular Perth 

inhabitants, both well-known and obscure. Whether it be expiree Henry Haynes, social dissident 

Joseph Chester, or leading conservative, Charles Harper, Stannage uses these biographical ‘asides’ to 

illustrate his history and personalise the trends and movements he describes.43  

To some extent, more recent Western Australian biographies have also followed the trend in tracing 

the lives of those who, while they may have been successful or respected figures, were not key 

members of the political elite. Alexandra Hasluck’s Georgiana Molloy: portrait with background, 

provides an example, as does the biography of Maitland Brown, by Peter Cowan, which analyses 

Western Australian life in the nineteenth century in a way which Barbara Tuchman might describe as 

providing a ‘prism’ through which history may be seen.44 Patricia Brown combines biography and 

local history in The Merchant Princes of Fremantle, which focuses on the period 1870 to 1900.45 

Although limited to the lives of wealthy Fremantle leaders, she provides an examination of the social 

and cultural norms of a social group outside the Perth elites. These subjects have been more of the 

exception than the rule, however, and biographies of key figures continue to be written, as evident 

in historian Pamela Stratham Drew's biography of Western Australia's founding governor, James 

 
41 Alexandra Hasluck, Unwilling Emigrants: a study of the convict period in Western Australia, Melbourne, 
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portrait with background, Fremantle, W.A., Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2002. 
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Stirling, and Tony Evan’s account of the life of C.Y. O’Connor.46 Recent traditional biographical 

narratives, following the chronology of significant Western Australian families, include those of the 

Shentons, and the Wittenooms.47 Traditional biographies also exist of Western Australian timber 

industry entrepreneurs, Henry John Yelverton, and Maurice Coleman Davies. These are limited 

works, however, employing a simple chronological approach without analysis of wider themes.48 

Interpretive histories of members of the upper-middle classes – the second tier of society – and, in 

particular, Western Australian examples from the period between the convict era and the gold 

rushes – remain under-researched. 

Whilst historical biography in general has grown, full-length biographies relating to architecture and 

building in the nineteenth century have been limited to a small number of leading figures in the 

profession. Ray Oldham's 1980 work, George Temple Poole: Architect of the Golden Years is one such 

example, with Poole having arrived in Western Australia after Bird but before the gold rushes.  

Another source of Western Australian architectural biography is the collection compiled for the 

Australian Institute of Architects by architect and historian, Dr John Taylor.49 Begun in 2009, this 

project has brought together brief biographies from various sources and has recently grown to 

include details on 124 architects from Western Australia's history. The focus is on architects who had 

worked in private practice, primarily in Western Australia, and are now deceased. Of these, 

however, Bird is one of only nine architects included that were active in their work during the 1880s 

or before. The collection includes 62 architects who were attracted to Western Australia from the 

economically depressed eastern Australia in the 1890s, in what Taylor describes as an architectural 

'exodus'.50 Of these original architects, (Poole is not included) only Sir Joseph John Talbot Hobbs has 

been the subject of a detailed academic work – a thesis by Taylor that traces his life and devotes 

 
46Pamela Statham-Drew, James Stirling: admiral and founding governor of Western Australia, Crawley, W.A, 
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large sections to his career, and his predecessors in Western Australia.51  Talbot Hobbs was one of 

the most high-profile architects and historical figures in Western Australia but the focus on such 

luminaries further justifies a study of Bird, as one of the second-tier architects whose life can provide 

additional understanding of the social and economic changes that occurred in Western Australia, 

from the 1880s into the 1890s. Bird's experience will show that these second-tier builders and 

architects were often charged with interpreting the plans of these luminaries, or expected to 

replicate their styles on more modest projects, without their capital.  

Australian architectural biographical histories relating to the nineteenth century strongly favour 

architects from the eastern states, as evident in Herman Morton’s outline of early Australian 

architects, Harriet Edquist’s biography of Harold Desbrowe-Annear, or A.G. Evans on William 

Wardell. Western Australian architectural biographies also appear to focus more on early twentieth 

century architects in Western Australia, such as Marshall Clifton, and John Hawes.52 A search for 

'architect' in the Australian Dictionary of Biography's on-line search engine, coupled with the 

requirement that they were active in architecture in the decades when Francis Bird was also active 

(1860s to 1910s), results in a list of 121 notable Australian architects.53 More than half of those listed 

were active in the nineteenth century for at least some time. Of these, however, only thirteen 

practiced in Western Australia, and of these only seven could be considered West Australians, rather 

than just temporary residents seeking to profit from the 1890s boom. The ADB list includes 

architects that preceded Bird, such as Richard Jewell and James Manning from the earlier convict 

period, and convict himself, Joseph Nunan, but no other entry until that of Talbot Hobbs, who 

arrived in Perth in 1887.Francis Bird therefore becomes a rare case, given that he began his practice 

in the early 1880s, and had a decade of experience before the gold rush period began.  

Francis Bird, therefore, provides an important example in a number of areas of neglect. This study of 

Francis Bird will be based on exploring and analysing links between the individual and the wider 
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Western Australian experience, including economic, social and architectural forces, in a manner that 

Allbrook and Nolan suggest is the direction of historical biography in the future: 

 In seeking a ‘middle ground’ between foregrounding the life and foregrounding the 

times, this approach to biographical writing recognises that individuals influence the 

institutional frameworks in which they live, and that their lives cannot be explained 

solely by the times in which they live and the institutional forces they are subject to.54
 

According to Sabina Loriga, since the eighteenth century the focus on individuals in history has given 

way to more 'universal history'. Historians have tended to 'ignore individual human beings and pass 

from a plural history to single history'. Instead of the many different and idiosyncratic individual 

histories, the goal has become to 'highlight uniformity', and 'hide individuals behind impersonal 

categories'.55 In Bird's case, he could easily be categorised as aspirational middle class, English 

immigrant, civil servant or gentry professional. This thesis will demonstrate the value of a single case 

in history, a biographical work that is able to 'question the apparent homogeneity' of these 

categories.56 For Lorega, such single cases are important in drawing together historical themes. An 

individual in history is not explained by a group, community or institution to which they belong. 

Instead, they may be seen as a 'hybrid', whose life is an intersection of many different experiences.57 

Family and Oral History 

In terms of its methodology, a second feature of this thesis is that it is a biography that draws upon 

the archives, memoirs and oral histories of descendants. At least in part, it could be described as a 

family history – a form of history that has not always found favour with academic and professional 

historians. In the words of Tamsin O’Connor, ‘There was a time when a family history typically 

resembled a school project.’58  

The mistrust between academics and family historians was ‘often mutual’, as noted by Trevor 

McClaughlin in 1999. The conflict between the two was based upon a belief amongst academics that 

the family researcher is preoccupied with the collection of facts, and not interested in how individual 

lives are a part of broader historical interpretation; and family historians viewing academic purposes 

as antithetical to their more personal stories. McClaughlin wrote that, ‘However much we may extol 
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the virtues of cooperation between family historians and professional academics, very little such 

cooperation actually occurs on a regular basis.’59 

McClaughlin proceeds to add that, ‘Historians…cannot depend on public records alone. They need 

access to private records…Yet it is in private hands that many…neglected and unusual sources 

remain.’60 Such access is precisely why this thesis is able to contribute to Western Australian colonial 

history. The neglected and unusual sources available to this author through family contacts and 

inheritance are essential to the study, one which situates family history and biography in its broader 

historical context. This thesis will therefore add to a movement where, as O’Connor describes, ‘…the 

emphasis and ambitions of family history have shifted from the private to the public sphere in recent 

years.’ 61 

A recent example is Graeme Davison’s Lost Relations: fortunes of my family in Australia’s Golden 

Age. In its introduction, Davison himself explains that utilising family history sources in academic 

history writing allows historians to ‘think more concretely about the relationship between the 

familial and the communal pasts.’62 Albrook and Nolan also recognise the value of family history, 

particularly in biography, in building upon existing understandings. In their view, investigating family 

history is often able to provide insights into more general themes: 

 Graeme Davison, for example, began to write an account for his family – a common 

motivation for family historians – but decided it had much to reveal about Australian 

foundations more generally and so made it public.63 

Davison's experience is not uncommon. In this study, archival discoveries have provided key 

questions and new directions in the research. The voice of Francis Bird himself in the archives is 

limited but the fragmentary record that does exist has provided significant lines of investigation. 

According to Michelle King, archival research only ever provides 'partial understandings'. Documents 

found may not provide all the answers a researcher is seeking but they can direct the questions they 

are asking. The key is seeing the significance of what is found.64 Fragmentary archival sources are the 

'dusty trace' of history, containing 'possibilities and impossibilities'.65 
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A danger inherent in family histories, especially memoirs and oral histories, written or recorded 

many decades after the events they describe, is that memory may be clouded, or influenced by more 

recent events or even other histories. Recollections may fail to correspond with the written records, 

and, in this thesis, there are a number of examples of testimony in which key facts do not stand up 

to rigorous examination. The question therefore that faces historians, as posed by Matt Bailey, is 

‘the unique [challenge] of working with recollected pasts: what should the historian make of 

narrative that contradicts other sources?’66 

Writing in the early 1980s, Alessandro Portelli described oral history in Italy as being considered a 

‘spectre…haunting the halls of the Academy’.67 The opposition to it was based on the possibility of 

history writing being overcome by ‘fluid, irrational material’.68 His view, however, is that both 

written and oral sources have an important part to play in history writing, and that written sources 

may also have problems and distortions. Oral sources may have some similar functions to written 

sources but they are ‘intrinsically different’ and this difference provides their most valuable 

characteristics. Portelli writes that, ‘Oral history tells us less about events as such than about their 

meaning.’69 Oral sources are not objective but can illuminate a speaker’s subjectivity – their opinions 

and biases – and possibly represent the views of a social group or class. The oral source can reveal 

not just what happened, but what people thought, and how it affected them psychologically. 

Family and oral sources can be questioned on the grounds of accuracy, or credibility. In Portelli’s 

view, however, oral sources have a ‘different credibility’, where errors and untruths may give a 

valuable insight into imagination or desires that is more revealing than history based on factual 

accounts. Written accounts, after all, may also be questioned on credibility, given that many were 

created by people equally prone to distortion of the truth, if not manipulation: ‘the reservations 

applying to oral sources ought to be extended to written material as well.’70 The key to using any 

type of source, therefore, is always to question its veracity while appreciating that, even if flawed, it 

may have something to offer an historian. In this thesis, family history sources are used to shed light 

on aspects of Western Australian history that may not appear in written accounts, and to add colour 

and perspective to existing records. In this way, it is able to ‘fill gaps’ as described by Allbrook and 

Nolan: 
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A family historian can to some extent fill these gaps, not only by asking questions of the 

sources but also marshalling such relative intangibles as family stories and myth, 

tradition and imagery.71 

 
Willing Immigrants: Western Australia in an Imperial Context 

Analysing the factors behind Francis Bird’s arrival in Western Australia in 1869 necessitates an 

understanding of both the attractions of the colony as part of a wider British Empire, and the 

conditions at Home in England at the time.72 This thesis will address the more traditional economic 

argument for emigration from Britain, as well as the argument that social and familial factors were 

often of greater importance. The attraction of Western Australia has also been a matter of debate, 

with many writers describing the colony after the cessation of transportation as being stagnant and 

uninviting, while others describe the magnetic attraction of Britain’s colonies during the upheavals 

of the industrial revolution. In Bird’s case, this discussion requires consideration of the factors 

influencing wealthy, ambitious members of the upper-middle class to emigrate, a class that has not 

received the attention of scholars when compared to others, since the social history ‘turn’ of the 

1960s and beyond towards previously ignored, marginalised groups. One such group, the convicts of 

Western Australia, has become much studied since that time, dating from Hasluck’s Unwilling 

Emigrants.73 Francis Bird’s experience, as a willing immigrant, was significantly different. 

Imperial History 

This thesis will adopt the 2003 definition of imperial history provided by Macintyre – that it '…refers 

directly to the history of the British Empire, especially as it affected Australia, and more generally to 

the imposition of European political, economic, and cultural forms on the rest of the world.'74 Early 

works on imperial history have been characterised as having 'a triumphal tone', which glorified 

achievement and progress and ignored injustice, brutality and misunderstanding.75 The 1929 

Cambridge History of the British Empire was later condemned, for example, as being focussed on the 
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'educated Anglophile elite' alone.76 In the later twentieth century, writers around the old Empire 

began to demonstrate a resistance to the imperial past. Historical writing from that time has 

investigated concepts such as invasion, destruction and prejudice in the Empire. Social history and 

left-wing, ‘history from below’ approaches, from the 1960s, seemed incompatible with imperial 

history. In the words of David Fischer, history-writing underwent a 'revolution' in the 1960s. History 

had been a 'narrative discipline', mostly concerned with political history and leaders. This changed, 

as historians found flaws in accepted versions of the past and history became 'not a story-telling but 

a problem-solving discipline.' For Fischer, this history 'disintegrated' into specialist fields such as 

women’s history, labour history and environmental history, which excluded leaders, individuals and 

events, focusing instead on the polemic.77 

These new approaches to history writing, and the shift away from the Anglophile and the individual, 

served to sideline discussions of men such as Francis Bird. Existing colonial histories suggest that 

English emigration has been neglected throughout the literature of imperialism, and those works 

that deal with the subject are in most cases not confined to a singular colony, such as Australia. This 

is supported by Erickson, who describes the focus of migration history as being on continental 

European peoples, claiming '…the monolithic literature specifically on English emigration is sparse.'78 

Since the shifts in focus described above, even less attention has been given to analysis of the 

motivations of the more affluent English, instead being focussed, from the mid-twentieth century, 

on the working classes, convicts, the Irish and Scots, and farmers, as writers have moved away from 

histories of the dominant classes.79 In a bid to redress such an imbalance, Fischer’s 1989 work, 

Albion’s Seed, sought to combine 'old and new histories' in a cultural history of the east coast of the 

United States of America that was about both elites and ordinary people, individuals and groups, 

events and patterns, vernacular and high culture.80 

From the 1990s a new trend emerged in imperial history which reflected this concept of a more 

‘complete’ cultural history, one which would acknowledge the relevance of considering a wealthy 

English male, and his decision to come to Australia. A major international work, The Oxford History 
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of the British Empire, reflected the renaissance in imperial history at the time. Andrew Porter 

describes the ambition of the project and that: 

Alongside their long-standing preoccupation with the economics and government of 

Empire, historians have developed comparatively recently an interest in its cultures. 

By ‘culture’ is meant the ideas, values, social habits, and institutions which were felt 

to distinguish the British and their colonial subjects from each other, and which gave 

to both their sense of identity, purpose and achievement.81 

David Cannadine’s 2002 work, Ornamentalism, has been described as trying to draw together social 

history and imperial history, in an attempt to provide a 'social history of the Empire'.82 Cannadine’s 

work was a reaction to more radical histories, asserting a more positive assessment of empire, and 

describing it as an attempt to recreate the conservative and hierarchical social order of the English 

countryside in the colonies. His centralist model, however, along with a focus on elites that excludes 

groups such as indigenous Australians, has led to criticism, with Penny Russell describing his model 

as too focussed on the British perspective.83 

A key focus in recent imperial histories has been this relationship between those at the core of the 

Empire in Britain, or London in particular, and those in the colonies. These are respectively referred 

to as the ‘metropole’ and the ‘periphery’. Questions for historians include whether it was the 

colonial elites on the periphery that drove the expansion of empire, or the officials in London; the 

degree to which the various colonial possessions were interconnected; and whether there existed a 

‘popular’ sense of imperialism in Britain or if it was simply an exercise of the elite.84 This 

interconnectedness of empire is what Lambert and Lester describe as a 'networked conception of 

empire.'85 For Zoe Laidlaw, such networks include military, professional and scientific, as well as 

social familial and educational. Central to all is the concept of patronage, most clearly seen in the 

relationships between the administrative elites of the colonies, and their relationships with settlers 

in their social, political and business circles.86 
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While writers clearly recognise the ways in which the metropole affected colonists, in terms of 

providing a political, economic and socio-cultural model for their endeavours in the colonies, some 

have questioned the degree to which the empire in return affected the general British population – 

whether they had any real sense of empire, or felt as though they were a part of it. John Mackenzie 

takes the position that the British Empire would have been impossible to ignore by the nineteenth 

century, given the rise of education and the popular press, and that a jingoistic ‘cult of hero’ had 

emerged by this time in reference to intrepid deeds across the empire, manufacturing a positive 

outlook on colonial life.87  

Discussions of relationships between nations is a part of what has become known as transnational 

history. Biographical history is one example of this type of history, given that the movement of 

individuals between nations can often demonstrate both their difference and their connections. 

Transnational history has become the most recent development in the renaissance of imperial 

history, and has brought a new approach to British history, where writers such as James Vernon 

have emphasised the impact of nations outside Britain on its history. For Vernon, 'Britons did not 

make the modern world; the world helped to make modern Britain.'88 

Imperial History and Australia 

The discussion above refers, in the main, to broader imperial and British history writing. The interest 

in imperial history in recent times is a world-wide one and Australian historiography can be seen to 

be following international trends. Early historians, seemingly expectant of rapid and successful 

progress, promoted the idea of imperial conquest in their writings on the colonial period. This was 

followed by a shift in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries towards a theme of the 

'triumph of local initiative' but, as Stuart Macintyre concludes, the writing 'remained imperial in its 

assumptions'.89 Despite the rise of radical nationalism in Australia towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, attachment to the Empire did not end; instead Australian history writing became 'a national 

story in an Imperial framework.'90 After World War II, however, a new generation of writers 

emerged that were more left-wing in their approach, focussing on the egalitarian aspect of the 

Australian experience, and promoting a more radical nationalism. Manning Clark’s multi-volume 

History of Australia demonstrated this change, growing over time to include the stories of previously 
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marginalised groups such as Aborigines, convicts and ‘battlers’.91 Clark presented a proud and 

distinctive Australia, in the face of a perceived cultural cringe.92  

Geoffrey Bolton explained a similar shift in Western Australian historiography, away from the focus 

on 'pioneer achievement and economic progress' in late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

works, as a reaction 'against the pieties of this gentry tradition.'93 Works that would fall into the 

pioneer achievement style include those of W.B. Kimberley, J.S. Battye and Hal Colebatch.94 The 

‘reaction’ described by Bolton encompassed works such as F.K. Crowley’s Australia’s Western Third, 

in 1960. For Bolton, Crowley’s work 'broke loose of the tendency of older historians to dawdle over 

the picturesque pioneers of the nineteenth century.' Crowley, instead, focussed on more recent 

developments and pursued economic and political themes, playing down the role of individuals.  

The post-colonial phase in Australian historiography can then be seen in the reaction to ‘triumphal 

nationalism’ of the early twentieth century world. It was also a response to the rise of social history 

in the 1960s and 1970s, in which E.P. Thompson’s Making of the English Working Class, and his 

injunction to rescue the poor and oppressed from the 'enormous condescension of posterity’ 

became a clarion call to many Australian historians.95 New writers investigated the racism in 

Australia’s past, the dependence on other nations, the impact of authoritarian administrations in the 

early colonies and, in recovering the histories of the poor, began to question the notion of an 

egalitarian society. The white, masculine focus of past histories was also called into question and, 

with the rise of concepts of multiculturalism in the 1970s and 1980s, the focus shifted to cultural 

diversity and changing values. The 1970s saw more concern for ‘history from below’ – histories that 

explored the 'less articulate and privileged'.96 In post-colonial Australian histories, Macintyre notes, 

the colonists were colonisers, the British settlement an invasion.97 These sorts of terms drove some 

to condemn the new historical writing, with Geoffrey Blainey describing it as ‘black arm band 
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history’, and Prime Minister John Howard adopting the phrase in a reaction to what was seen as a 

'decidedly jaundiced view' of Australian history in both historical writing and museum exhibitions.98  

A Western Australian writer that has sought an alternative path is Simon Stevens. Steven describes 

his study of colonial Greenough as 'an alternative approach to the two main traditions' of Western 

Australian colonial history writing. For Stevens, these two traditions are, firstly, the conservative and 

patriarchal 'Gentry' tradition, for which he references the conclusions of Tom Stannage and his 

concept of the 'pioneer myth'.99 Secondly, he describes the 'new', liberal history that acknowledged 

the role of groups such as Aborigines, women and migrants.100 His view is that history must instead 

be written 'by examining the lives of people within the context of geography, economics and the 

other frameworks of community life in a civil society.'101 He advocates a return to colonial history 

writing from this perspective. 

This century has seen historians in Australia continue to question earlier celebrations of imperial 

conquest, yet also recognise and re-emphasise the importance of the colonial period in shaping 

Australia. Penny Russell and Richard White describe a ‘resurgence of interest in the nineteenth 

century…[and] in transnational networks to consider flows of influence across colonial frontiers.’102 

This Bird history is part of this resurgence. 

Another Australian historian, Tamson Pietsch, has commented on the fact that transnational 

histories have emerged alongside national histories in recent times, despite the two seeming to be 

at odds. For Pietsch, both attempt to 'make sense of human lives and institutions made within 

systems that work by at once connecting and separating localities.'103 Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake 

described transnational history in 2004 as allowing historians 'to move beyond a national framework 

of analysis, to explore connections between peoples, societies and events usually thought of as 

distinct and separate.'104 This biography will consider transnational aspects of nineteenth century 

colonial migration but also the transmission and evolution of social structures, and the spread of 
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architectural styles and ideas. In doing so, it will add to the field of transnational history as it relates 

to connections between Britain and Western Australia. 

Immigration and Colonial Western Australia 

In 1986 Ian Vanden Driesen wrote that 'The second half of the nineteenth century is arguably the 

most neglected period in the economic and social history of Western Australia.'105 Little has changed 

since. In particular, Driesen observed the lack of research into immigration between 1850 and the 

1890s gold rushes. As an example, the 1979 study, Immigrants in Western Australia, concerns itself 

almost exclusively with migration in the twentieth century.106 The decade following the cessation of 

transportation features little in studies of immigration, given the small number of arrivals and 

negative net migration of the period, yet immigrants did arrive during this time. What motivated 

these migrants? If the answer cannot be found in the economic situation in Western Australia, then 

international developments, as well as social factors, need consideration. 

Given the myriad factors that convinced so many in Britain to emigrate to Australia in the nineteenth 

century, it is difficult to generalise on their motivations. Economic factors have been the focus of 

many studies. Eric Richards discusses the wide variety of factors that influenced British emigration at 

the time of Bird’s departure in 1869, and is one of few writers that have paid particular attention to 

the motivations of wealthier classes: 

…the commercial potential of the southern continent…drew to Australia a stream of 

moneyed immigrants who represented the middle strata of British society, dissatisfied 

with the disturbing changes which had undermined their lives and their country in the 

years after Waterloo. Sinecures at home declined, agricultural incomes were volatile 

and downward and the onset of peace diminished opportunities…107 

Other writers have primarily considered the economic appeal for the urban and rural poor. Those 

that focus on the economic reasons for migration have included H.L Wesseling, who outlines the key 

factors in the ‘explosion’ of British emigration in general after 1850 as the sharp drop in transport 

times and costs, rising prosperity, the allure of colonial opportunity and the increasing requirements 

of industry and trade after the industrial revolution.108 For others, including Eric Richards, it was 

more specific economic developments, such as the improvements in shipping and subsequent falling 
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prices for passage. The Oxford History of the British Empire discusses the relationship between 

economics and emigration to the colonies, with the period after 1850 marked by a rapid rise based 

on cheaper and faster shipping, improved international communication, and the increased feasibility 

of return migration (40 per cent of colonial immigrants across the Empire returned Home between 

1853 and 1920).109 

The cost of crossing the Atlantic meant that North American destinations remained considerably 

more attractive to prospective emigrants. In Australia, this required colonial governments, 

employers, landlords and private societies to provide assistance that would encourage travelling 

four times the distance. Marjory Harper identifies this assistance as often the most critical factor in 

the emigration of those who would otherwise have been unable to afford the passage. She describes 

the three types of schemes that operated to assist migration to Australia from the 1840s as; 

selection based on labour requirements, nomination by existing settlers, and land grants in return 

for self-funded passage. In addition, charities and self-help groups funded the emigration of women, 

in order to address the gender imbalance in the colonies, as well as tap the chronic surplus of English 

women to provide a ‘civilising effect’ on the antipodean society.110 The British government itself 

contributed to colonial emigration, including through the Colonial Land and Emigration 

Commissioners (CLEC) who, based on ideas of Wakefield, saw emigration as solution to social 

problems in UK.111  

Aside from the assisted poor, middle class immigrants may also have been driven by economic 

concerns – as suggested by Donald Read, who describes the period surrounding the time of Bird’s 

departure from London in the late 1860s as a ‘depression’.112 This supports Richard’s view, above, 

that many were seeking economic opportunities when facing real, or impending economic 

downturn. William Rubenstein, however, takes the view that the English economy was far from a 

recession, and was only weakening in comparison to the rapid economic growth in other parts of 

Europe and North America at the time.113 It was certainly the Bird family experience that there was 

no slowing of their business empire in the 1860s. Bird’s experiences and situation go some way 

towards a better understanding of the economic situation of his time and, in providing a case study 

of a wealthy emigrant, demonstrates the inadequacies of broad generalisations regarding the 

motivations of those leaving England at this time, and the lack of conviction in the literature. 
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Richards, for example, makes a convincing economic argument with regards to the motivations of 

free colonial immigrants to Australia yet he points out that, despite the availability of assisted 

passages, the 'ambiguous or even negative' impact of the agrarian and industrial revolutions, and 

the clear wage and living standards differential in colonies and the USA, the phenomenon was 

'spontaneous…Millions of people departed with astonishingly little framework or ideology.'114  

Bird’s upper-middle class background, and his father’s financial backing, provides an interesting case 

study that brings into question a number of conclusions regarding colonial emigration, not only the 

economic assumptions above. Robert Murray describes the typical colonial Australian immigrant as a 

'good type' given that most were the targets of directed assisted passage schemes, aimed at 

providing a much-needed labour force to develop the colonies. Although not the derided 'refuse' of 

Britain, they were also not 'intellectuals or aristocrats, but mostly from the labouring classes, as it 

was put, chosen for rural work or skilled trades, or…women for domestic service.'115 What then, do 

writers have to contribute on the emigration from Britain of those that could be described as the 

‘moneyed classes’? 

In Francis Bird, there appears on the surface to be a perfect example of economic migration, fitting 

P. J. Cain’s assertions that 'the typical emigrant in the late nineteenth century was an urban dweller 

responding to the pull of economic opportunity abroad', and that 'Flows of capital and migrants 

…were closely related.'116 It was not a migration based on economic necessity, however, rather 

economic opportunity. Word of Western Australia had no doubt reached the Birds in the same way 

it had touched many educated Londoners and, in Francis Bird’s case, there seemed to have been 

more ‘pull’ from the colonies, as discussed in later chapters, than ‘push’ from a declining metropole. 

This thesis will contend that Bird’s decision was the result of more than just economic reasons, and 

that his upbringing and early influences, and the society of which he was a part, played an important 

role in his decision. 

This type of motivation for emigration has been of increasing interest to historians. Aside from the 

propaganda and jingoism that appealed to Britons, MacKenzie identifies ‘chains’ of migration117 

amongst particular communities in the British Isles, where the greatest influence on the decision to 

emigrate was the encouragement of family or friends that had already done so. This belief has been 

supported by Charlotte Erickson, who describes family and village networks as most important to a 
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decision to emigrate.”118 It is not clear whether Bird was part of any network that included 

successful emigrants but most writers, such as Richards, describe mid-century Britain as being awash 

with stories of colonial heroes and their romanticised achievements. Royal example may also have 

attracted attention, with Prince Alfred’s visit to Western Australia in February 1869 widely reported, 

and described by Jeremy Martens as inspiring lavish, if last-minute, celebrations and events – of 

which word would no doubt have reached royal watchers in Victorian England.119 Important also in 

raising awareness of, and enthusiasm for the colonies was the Great Exhibition of 1851, and the 

subsequent exhibitions that developed out of its overwhelming success. Writers such as Trevor May 

and Paul Young describe the great excitement the exhibitions generated, and others have detailed 

the benefits to the Australian colonies of their exhibits, particularly in generating trade.120 None of 

these writers, however, have investigated the link between the Great Exhibitions and emigration – 

one which appears to have existed in the case of Francis Bird, as will be discussed later. 

Prospective, self-funded emigrants would no doubt have also been regularly informed of the 

fortunes of friends and family who went before them. In Marnie Bassett’s The Hentys, it is suggested 

that the letters of James Henty after he arrived in Australia were central to the decision of his 

brothers to join him. Francis Bird, however, was the first of his family to leave London, so his 

motivations suggest that informal social networks played a more important role than those of 

family. His family itself, however, may have contributed to his decision in other ways. The upbringing 

and family dynamic that young Francis experienced was not uncommon in Victorian times, and the 

features of middle-class Victorian families have been of interest to historians. The motivations of 

young men from wealthy families seeking higher social status through emigration has been 

discussed by John Tosh, who argues that concepts of masculinity at the time motivated, and 

sometimes frustrated, sons who felt a pressure to live up to family expectations, and society ideals. 

Tosh also argues that the Victorian father could range from the repressive to the aloof, and that this 

often distanced them from their offspring.121 David Roberts has also discussed the ‘Victorian father’ 

and describes the typical patriarch of the time as ‘remote’, even if a benevolent parent.122 Neither 

historian, however, has linked family dynamics to emigration. A study of Francis Bird therefore 
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provides a useful case-study of a third son from a wealthy background, a product of the high 

Victorian age, and his decision to leave his comfortable home to become a colonial immigrant. 

‘Pull’ factors regarding the Australian colonies also include social considerations, rather than 

economic. Hartwell writes that, 'Official policy from the beginnings of settlement encouraged the 

emigration of "settlers of responsibility and capital"', and uses the Hentys, as well as the Blaxlands, 

and Dangars as examples of the types of English immigrants that, although rare, were those the 

political and social elites in the colonies would have most welcomed, and not only for the financial 

capital that they could inject into the economy of their new home.123 The settlement of both the 

Swan River Colony, and South Australia, were predicated on the provision of goods and labour by 

the gentry but this type of immigrant was also useful in helping create a new social order. 

The appearance of minor gentry in the colonies has also, however, been described as a subject of 

derision. There were clear opportunities for the professional classes and the gentry across the 

Empire but Richards identifies another common motivation amongst these migrants and their 

families – an opportunity for people to ‘start again’ after an ‘incident’ such as a bad marriage, a 

social fall from favour or financial embarrassment. At the time there was the suggestion that it was a 

way to ‘dispose’ of sons that were unlikely to reflect positively on the family name: 

A familiar character in the late nineteenth century world of the British diaspora was the 

‘remittance man’, that is an emigrant who was supported by financial payments made 

from home. In the colonies the remittance man was generally regarded as dissolute and 

shiftless, sent out by embarrassed parents and paid to stay away.124 

Richards describes the preponderance of such characters as creating an attitude amongst those of 

the gentry that remained at Home that was 'dismissive of their kinsfolk who had left for the 

empire…[but] most emigrants were oblivious of such attitudes.'125 In fact, according to Richards 

many did prosper in Australia, with their backgrounds in rural England often perfectly suited to areas 

of agricultural estates and plantations. In fact, many emigrants took advantage of opportunities to 

gain aristocratic status in the colonies that surpassed their social position at home.126  

Francis Bird was an example of an immigrant who did arrive in the colony with financial backing, at a 

time when it was seen as in stagnation, and therefore provides a fresh perspective on the British 

Empire, colonial emigration, and the opportunities presented by Australia’s western third. For the 
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remittance men described above, the colonies suited them. For Bird, it will be argued that it was his 

background in architecture and building, and his family’s entrepreneurial experience, that suited the 

nascent Western Australian colony. 

The Western Australian Economy in the 1870s and 1880s. 

In Land of Vision and Mirage, Bolton describes the convict system as ‘the economic salvation of 

Western Australia’, and the gold rushes as providing a much-anticipated boom. For the time 

between, for Western Australia in comparison with the eastern colonies in the 1870s, he uses the 

term ‘Cinderella colony’.127 Although this biographical study spans a much broader period, with 

regards to economic history it will focus on challenging interpretations of this 'Cinderella' period. 

The number of historians that have dealt in depth with the economic history of colonial Western 

Australia is small, and even fewer devote much attention to the period after the arrival of convicts 

and the onset of the gold rushes. R.T. Appleyard, in his economic and demographic summary of the 

second half of the nineteenth century through the early twentieth, sums up the period as 

‘dominated by the discovery and exploitation of gold’.128 In addressing the two decades preceding 

the discovery, he uses the somewhat uninspiring title ‘Slow but Steady Growth’. In a more recent 

work, based on the life of politician and agricultural entrepreneur Charles Harper, David Gilchrist 

describes these decades as ‘The Long Stagnation’ – despite the significant achievements of Harper 

during the period.129 An account of Francis Bird’s experience with the Bird-Mason timber company 

provides a useful addition to such literature.  

The Western Australian economy in the nineteenth century was the subject of Roy Lourens’ chapter 

in A History of Commerce and Industry in Western Australia, in 1979. He characterises it as having 

suffered ‘…a painfully slow growth rate, and in several occasions was close to collapse.’130 Lourens 

points to a number of reasons for the weaknesses of the Western Australian economy up to the gold 

rush period. These include labour shortages, excessive transport costs, and an inadequate domestic 

market. In his view, however, all of these are simply products of the fact that the colony was 
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returning such poor profits that the gamble of investment – which may have attracted labour, 

transport infrastructure and population growth – was simply too high a risk to take.  

For Appleyard, the key difficulties of the period were the lack of capital for infrastructure 

development, immigration problems, issues with ticket-of-leave men, an agricultural crises and 

inadequate transport. More recently, Gilchrist also blames the isolation of the Swan River colony, 

and the associated problems of transport and communication. Similarly, he points to a failure to 

achieve a critical population mass, and a shortage of arable land, as contributing to the colony’s 

problems in the period. All of these affected the Mason/Bird timber enterprise. He adds, however, 

that the economy endured a further competitive disadvantage compared to the Eastern colonies, in 

that it lacked a reliable export staple, key skills, and private investment.131 In the chapters that 

follow, it will be shown that, in Francis Bird, the colony was provided with all three. 

Western Australian histories are not completely dismissive of the economic development in the 

colony in the 1870s and 1880s. Lourens concludes that the eventual success of the economy was a 

result of perseverance in these decades and making the best of circumstance through adaptation 

and flexibility. The ‘mortality’ of businesses is described, and many of the failures documented, but 

there is no criticism of early entrepreneurs. Bolton uses the image of a ‘mirage’ to describe what he 

perceives as having been a consistent pattern of 'over-hopeful assessment' on the part of 

newcomers to Western Australia.132 Bolton, however, does not see the history of Western Australia 

as being marked by failure. Instead, he simply contrasts the high expectations with what was all too 

often only modest achievement and progress, a pattern that, he argues, can be seen in the individual 

biographies of many Western Australians. 

Lourens describes the positive impact of the two periods that ‘bookend’ the focus of much of this 

study – the period of transportation, and the gold rushes. In his analysis of the former, he downplays 

the cheap labour aspect of the convict contribution, instead focussing on the imperial spending 

associated with the transportation system and the increased demand for goods that occurred as a 

result of the arrival of ten thousand convicts over eighteen years. Greater public works, the growth 

of export industries and rises in property prices during the time of convictism attracted investment 

interest that was to carry on even after the cessation of transportation. Lourens describes the 

concern in the late 1860s regarding the ending of the system but notes that '…the period was 
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negotiated with relatively minor dislocations to business despite an international recession, and four 

years later growth recommenced.'133 

Whilst not going as far as to describe the intervening period as one of recession, Lourens does deal 

with the myriad problems facing enterprise before the first gold discoveries in Western Australia. 

High risk, an inadequate port at Fremantle, inter-colonial competition, slow turnover, a lack of liquid 

funds or finance, unsatisfactory insolvency laws, poor communication and licensing issues are all 

described but a lack of proper transport appears as the greatest obstacle to viable export industries, 

and is a recurring theme in his account of business failure in the period. It is an understanding of this 

particular obstacle that is most illuminated by a study of Francis Bird. 

Toby Manford’s 1970s thesis on the development of railways in Western Australia is a rare example 

of economic histories that deal with this early period. She describes the novelty of rail at this time, 

and the various reasons for its slow development, including shortages of capital and a reluctant 

colonial office. In the 1880s, the failure of the Geraldton-Northampton railway to pay for its 

construction had resulted in a government that was wary of further investment in a rail network, 

and nowhere was this cautious approach more frustrating than in the timber industry. Few works 

exist on the Western Australian timber industry but, in his early state history, Kimberley describes 

the embryonic export trade and how early samples gradually attracted attention in London.134 in a 

1956 thesis, John Robertson best describes its early history, and how the trade developed in the 

nineteenth century.  

Of the native timbers beyond the coastal plain, jarrah had the most obvious advantages, being 

incredibly hard and resistant to rot and termites. It was not an easy commodity to deliver, however, 

and despite a number of short-lived operations and proposals the industry had come to little prior to 

the time of Francis Bird’s arrival in the colony. In Robertson’s view, the crucial blow had been when 

the British navy declared the timber unfit for naval use. By 1853 it made up only 3 per cent of total 

exports, despite the development of railways in India looming as a potential market: 

Although the settlers were not unmindful of the possibilities attaching to the 

exploitation of the forests, almost twenty years were to elapse from the foundation of 

the colony before any real attempt was made to turn them into a commercial asset.135 
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There appears to be consensus in the literature that inadequate transport was the fundamental 

obstruction. Referring specifically to a lack of transport from forest to port, Laurens states, 

‘…transport costs played a significant role and until transportation problems were resolved no major 

timber trade could be established. By the late 1890s the entire industry was facing ruin.’136 Bryce 

Moore, in his account of Whittakers Bros, describes the problems faced by the early timber industry 

as the inaccessibility of the Jarrah forests, inadequate railways, and insufficient capital. Not all the 

literature presents such a gloomy picture of the colonial economy during this period, however, with 

both Macintyre and Crowley suggesting that the growing economies of the eastern colonies were a 

stimulus for fledgling Western Australian industries that could provide them with niche products, 

such as jarrah timber.137 These broader Australian histories make no mention of particular 

companies or contracts, such as those in which Bird was involved. In terms of Western Australian 

accounts, an early article by former timber merchant and forestry inspector, C. L. Hastie, describes 

the timber leases offered by the colonial government in the 1870s as extremely generous, and 

leading to early expansion in the industry but, again, makes no mention of Mason, Bird and Co.138 

Adrian Gunzberg also refers to the attractive timber concessions available to prospective 

entrepreneurs when describing the economic impact of Governor Weld on the colony – at around 

the same time as Bird’s arrival.  

The contribution of Weld was the key factor in the development of Western Australia's timber 

industry, according to Victor Fall in his history of the Jarrahdale timber mills.139 Fall affords him the 

title of 'Father of the West Australian Timber Industry' but does less to examine the other factors at 

play at the time. The fluctuating fortunes of the Jarrahdale mills reflect the volatility of the industry 

in the period before the gold rushes, with Fall describing five changes of ownership due to 

'difficulties' and the 'need of more capital', before the final amalgamation with other mills under the 

Millars' empire in 1902.140 

Timber company amalgamations, the Fremantle harbour, and railway construction resolved the 

transport issues for the timber industry, all of which were made possible by the discovery of gold. 

Appleyard describes the renewed focus on rail (and road) development after the first gold 

discoveries as having 'played an increasingly significant role in the marketing of other export 
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commodities.' In terms of the fledgling timber export trade, he points to the £63,000 worth of 

exported Jarrah in 1889, in comparison with only £14,274 in 1869. 141 The fortunes of the Bunnings 

brothers in the timber industry from the gold rush period onwards, contrasted markedly with those 

of earlier timber pioneers. The Bunnings brothers had begun as builders, then established brickyards 

in Perth, before trying and failing in the gold industry.142 They turned to sawmills in 1905 – buying 

out others and undertaking huge risks in capital investment - and were ultimately successful. The 

success of Millars' and Bunnings, where others had failed, was for Hartwell and Lane simply a matter 

of the right timing - developing and investing in the timber industry at the same time as considerable 

growth in railways, advances in technology and all the advantages of a market stimulated by gold 

wealth.143  

Lourens identifies, as an indication of the significance of gold, the fact that in 1901 gold production 

produced a total of £7,439,000 for the state, whilst the second biggest export industry, wheat, 

produced only £378,000. The wealth brought prosperity to industries that had previously struggled, 

and a population of nearing 200,000 Western Australians in 1901 provided a secure internal market 

that encouraged investment in industries such as insurance, retailing, manufacturing and 

newspapers. This stimulus to the economy, along with the generous loans from London sourced by 

the Forrest government even before the gold rushes began, provided funds for vital infrastructure 

that included the Fremantle port, goldfields pipeline, gas and electricity supply, and the agricultural 

railway network.144 

There were spectacular profits to be made from gold…Business activities offered 

another outlet for investment – less spectacular than gold but more secure and often 

more profitable. There was a transport boom, a hardware and software boom, a 

property boom, and a banking and finance boom from which to pick.145 

Western Australia, in the decades between convicts and the gold rushes, was described as the 

Cinderella Colony due to a perceived poor cousin status when compared to the eastern colonies. The 

rapid growth of the gold rush period too often leaves the preceding decades in the shade, 

apparently stagnant. Bird’s early investment and expansion suggest that the period was not a 

stagnant one at all but also provides an illustration of the various barriers to growth to which the 

writers above allude. Researching Bird, Mason and Co. suggests a tumultuous period marked by 
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problems of isolation and infrastructure but also the birth of significant new industries. The strength 

of the colony’s economy, and the role of figures such as Bird therefore need analysis, in order to 

shed more light on this under-studied period. 

Entrepreneurs and Colonial Western Australia 

His story also provides another dimension to consider in Western Australian economic history – the 

role of early entrepreneurs in the colony before the discovery of gold. Bird’s investment and energy 

in the timber industry of the Canning district was such that he may be described as an early 

'entrepreneur'. The economic success of Western Australia was no doubt guaranteed by the gold 

discoveries but its survival in the decades before, and its foundation, were secured by the 

entrepreneurial actions of a determined few.  

What is an entrepreneur? According to Hartwell, the entrepreneur is an innovator, a risk-bearer, a 

discoverer of opportunity, and a coordinator of resources. In terms of innovation, the entrepreneur 

is someone who introduces a new good, or method of production, who opens a new market, or who 

utilises a new source of raw materials or intermediate goods. They are alert to previously unnoticed 

profit opportunities, and organise the factors of production, especially when resources are scarce.146 

In kick-starting the timber industry in Western Australia, Bird befits such as description, and can 

provide an example of a colonial entrepreneur.  

Comparative studies of Australian timber industry entrepreneurs in the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography include entries for William Grubb, and William Pettigrew. Like Bird, Grubb arrived in 

Australia with professional qualifications – in his case as a lawyer – and then turned to the timber 

trade. Grubb built a sawmilling operation at Pipers River, Tasmania, but his business was brought 

undone by transport difficulties. In a parallel of Bird's experience in the Canning, a promised railway 

line was finished a few years after his business collapsed.147 Pettigrew was a surveyor turned 

sawmiller, purchasing Queensland's first steam sawmill in 1853 and establishing a network of mills 

near Moreton Bay. Pettigrew was more successful in developing railways, including a timber-hauling 

line to Tin Can Bay in 1873 that featured the first steam locomotive in Queensland, but he too 

experienced problems and was declared bankrupt in the 1890s.148 Neither individual has been the 

 
146 Anne De Bruin and Ann Dupuis, Entrepreneurship: new perspectives in a global age, Aldershot, England, 
Ashgate, 2003, p. 3. 
147 M.J. Saclier, 'Grubb, William Dawson (1817–1879)', in Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, Australian National University, 1972, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/grubb-william-dawson-
3676 (accessed 27 July, 2021). 
148 Elaine Brown, 'Pettigrew, William (1825–1906)', in Australian Dictionary of  Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, Australian National University, 2010, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/pettigrew-william-13152 
(accessed 27 July, 2021). 



43 
 

subject of more extensive research, where the particular problems faced, and their contribution, has 

been considered. Western Australian comparisons could include Robert Bunning, or Neil McNeil, 

who were both significant entrepreneurs with interests in Western Australian timber, but both made 

their mark during the gold rushes or after.149  

The two individuals whose experiences were most similar to those of Bird were Henry Yelverton and 

Maurice Davies. Yelverton began his sawmilling operations in the Vasse region in the 1850s, almost 

two decades before Bird's investments at the Canning, but his settlement at Quindalup continued 

until the 1890s. Yelverton himself faced bankruptcy in 1862 and 1866, with further financial crises in 

1868 and 1872.150 Kinsella describes these fluctuating fortunes as 'typical of the timber industry' but 

does not examine the reasons for them in any depth.151 In this thesis, an effort is made to examine 

the key difficulties faced by the timber industry in the 1870s, and the various factors that 

contributed to the downfall of the entrepreneurs involved. An exception was Maurice Coleman 

Davies, who arrived in Western Australia in 1876 and became a shareholder in the Jarrahdale and 

Rockingham Timber Company. In his 1965 account of Davies, Hamling described this company as 

'Western Australia's first successful exporting timber company', despite the fact that it was 

submitting joint tenders with Mason, Bird and Co. for South Australian contracts from 1874.152 

Davies was frustrated by the transport arrangements at Rockingham and left to develop his own 

Karridale operations in 1878. These mills were extremely successful, and the infrastructure he 

developed included roads, railways and jetties – resolving in the most part the transport issues that 

frustrated others. Eventually giving up his control to London investors, and then the Millars' empire 

in 1902, Davies's successes in the Southwest were described by Hamling as being based on the 

'system' that he observed at Jarrahdale – indicating the importance of these earlier enterprises.153 

Historians have often considered the value of such important individuals in economic history, and 

the factors that contribute to their success or failure. Bruin and Dupois describe the value of 

entrepreneurs as six types of 'entrepreneurial capital': 

1. Financial capital (start-up and ongoing funding) 

2. Human capital (skills, experience, education, reputation) 
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3. Social capital (relationships and networks eg professional associations, political 

contacts, family support) 

4. Physical capital (facilities and equipment) 

5. Organisational capital (structures, routines, culture) 

6. Technological capital (knowledge and processes)154 

When these categories are combined, in an entrepreneur able to provide most, or all of them, 

success follows. In this study, Bird’s foray into the timber industry will be examined in the light of the 

above criteria and, more generally, the model of the ‘Modern Theory of Entrepreneurship’ devised 

by Alfred Marshall, where the role of the entrepreneur is to be the ‘organiser of production’, and 

whose necessary characteristics are being able to see opportunities, judge and undertake risk, 

understand materials and tools, and be a leader of men.155 In doing so, the Bird example addresses a 

shortfall in existing literature on the period. For Roy Lourens, Western Australian historiography up 

to 1979 directed insufficient attention to these endeavours: 

One searches in vain for stories of the business leader as an innovator, as a developer of 

the colony, or as a hero. Instead, he is at best politely ignored, and at worst cast in the 

fashionable mould of a villain. The heroes are governors, officials, explorers, politicians, 

churchmen, agriculturalists, pastoralists, convicts, Aborigines, and settlers’ wives, but 

rarely businessmen.156 

Hartwell also bemoans the lack of appreciation for entrepreneurs in Australian history: 

Entrepreneurs have no role in the interpretation of Australian history and when they are 

mentioned they are more often criticised than praised…Only in business history does the 

entrepreneur get his or her due and such histories do not play a significant part…157 

Bird’s enterprises had only moderate success in colonial Western Australia, but the factors limiting 

his success follow closely the conclusions of Hartwell, who regards any successes of Australian 

colonial entrepreneurs as having been due to a combination of 'skill, foresight and luck' in a land of 

variable climate, limited capital and labour, isolation, small domestic market, overseas competition 

and unpredictable trade cycles.158 
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 In the circumstances, most things done were being done for the first time. The skill, 

however, was to innovate with some prospect of success, to be a realistic visionary and 

to have the courage to pursue a goal with determination. Failure was frequent but it 

could often be turned into success by determined persistence and the ability to accept 

loss and move forward of sideways…The early entrepreneurs were generally prepared to 

give it a go even in fields in which they had no specific or obvious talent or training.159  

For some writers, men such as Bird are integral to the economic history of a place. John Hartwell, in 

his history of Australian entrepreneurship, refers to English economist G.L.S. Shackle, who stated '… 

unambiguously that the ‘entrepreneur is the maker of history’.'160 The success of an entrepreneur, 

however, is not only dependent on their own talents. For Bruin and Dupuis, an entrepreneur's 

environment is more important to their success and degree of impact than their own actions. They 

are ‘embedded’ in their social, political and economic context.161 The successes and failures of 

Frances Bird's timber enterprise was a product of 1870s Western Australia, and detailing his 

experience provides an important examination of this context. 

 

Architectural History and Western Australia 

Besides his timber enterprise, this study will also delve into the works of Francis Bird as an architect. 

Returning to his profession from the early 1880s, Bird's activity from this time provides a 

counterpoint to architectural histories that primarily focus on the east coast. His modest but not 

insignificant contribution also demonstrates the importance of considering second tier professionals 

and the aspirational middle classes in Western Australian colonial history. Bird's experiences and 

working life provide answers to a number of historical questions and illuminate little-explored issues 

in the development of architecture, not only in Western Australia, but across the continent. Firstly, 

what is meant by 'high style' in Australia, and when did it become common? Secondly, what factors 

influenced architectural styles in Australia, and to what extent were these external factors? Thirdly, 

have architects been neglected in Australian history, and the telling of their stories been overly 

influenced by architects and architecture enthusiasts, rather than historians? 
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Defining Architectural Styles 
 
Given the questions above, it is important to consider the meaning of 'style' in architecture, and the 

key stylistic developments in Australia during the nineteenth century. Australian architects and 

architectural styles are outlined in J.M Freeland’s Architecture in Australia: a history. Freeland 

identifies a period in the Eastern colonies, immediately following the initial consolidation of the new 

settlement, whereby colonists had the first opportunity to reflect on their position, and began to aim 

higher: 

By means of trade, commerce, farming and enterprise, a number of people had become 

men of substance. They aimed higher, both socially and materially, than any had 

dreamed of before 1810. The buildings that were erected for them reflected the 

changing social climate.162 

The result was an architecture no longer borne of necessity and shortage. Instead, there was the 

appearance of designed buildings and architectural styles. The first clear stylistic development 

according to Freeland was the Australian Colonial style of the early 1800s. It was an ‘indigenous’ 

and short-lived style that persisted longer in rural centres than the main settlements on the coast, 

where almost immediately it faced competition from imported, English ideas. Philip Cox and Clive 

Lucas also draw a distinction between this earlier but continuing ‘Australian Vernacular’ and the 

later approach of more wealthy colonists, described as ‘high style’. Colonial Vernacular is described 

as a robust style, with broad eaves, simple silhouettes and a series of rectangles or squares in 

external design. The difference between vernacular and high style comes down to a matter of 

degree – with architect, master builder or other designer drawing upon national or international 

fashion in the high style, while the vernacular style involved a builder with little training being 

influenced primarily by local trends and fashions, and guided by function – the 'language of the 

people'.163 

The majority of Francis Bird's architectural career took place in the Victorian era. Defining particular 

styles from this period is fraught with exceptions, complex architectural terminology, and the 

problem of regional interpretations of each style. Simply put, at the start of the Victorian era neo-

Classicism and neo-Gothic competed in a 'battle of the styles' after the decline of Georgian and 

Regency architecture. Towards the end of the Victorian era these two styles then dwindled in 

popularity as Arts and Crafts, Domestic Revival, Queen Anne and Art Nouveau replaced them. Neo-
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Gothic style generally refers to the romantic style associated with medieval, religious architecture, 

and in church designs privileges the verticality of steep-pitched, gabled roofs, with narrow lancet 

windows, wall buttressing and towering spires. Exposed brick and dressed stone, with elaborate 

internal timberwork are also common. In neo-Gothic house designs, steep roofs and asymmetrical 

design are the norm, with fancy brick chimneys, fretted bargeboards and no verandahs.164 Neo-

Classical buildings favoured a more symmetrical façade, the use of arches and columns, and walls 

and pediments finished in plaster or fine masonry. Domestic Revival and, to some extent, Queen 

Anne refers to architecture associated with Arts and Crafts design, that sought to reproduce the 

designs of a pre-industrial time in British history and made use of traditional craftsmanship and 

simple materials. Although drawing inspiration from nature, Art Nouveau was a forward-thinking 

style – moving away from trying to recapture earlier styles. It affected many areas of design and 

featured forms which were light and delicate, marked by writhing, sinuous lines, tendrils, gracious 

curves and simplified liquid shapes abstracted from nature. According to Freeland, the straight line 

was 'abhorred'.165 In architecture, decoration was part of structure rather than added to it. Homes 

featured white plaster and dark wood internally, glazed tiles, and leadlight windows. 

The features of all these styles are detailed by Freeland and Richard Apperly but there is 

considerable overlap in describing the latter three, and the 'bungalow' styles that have been 

associated with them.166 Many of Bird's domestic works have been described as bungalows, so an 

analysis of the literature relating to this term is required. The bungalow, as a style, appears to be 

closer to the vernacular than high style in architectural histories, and is best described by Anthony 

King, who gives the basic definition as '…a separate or detached dwelling, sometimes with a 

verandah, generally occupied by one household or family and located on its own plot.'167 In 

Australia, the term later came to be associated with a house with low-pitched roof and wide 

verandahs, a wide fireplace and simple furnishings.168 In most histories, it is linked with the Arts and 

Crafts, or elements of the Queen Anne style of suburban house.169 

All of the Victorian styles adopted from Britain involved elaborate, decorative adornments and 

features. The variety of the styles was a feature of the period. Eclecticism was well-evident in 
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Victorian design, and the emergence of architecture as a profession contributed to this flowering of 

high style. A Victorian Institute of Architects was finally established in Victoria in 1871, after abortive 

attempts in 1851 and 1856. According to Freeland, until the 1860s most architects in Australia had 

been trained overseas but classes in architectural rudiments under ‘professional gentlemen’ became 

available after this.170 These architects became evangelists of their personal preferences in terms of 

European styles, and the gold rushes in the eastern colonies provided the wealth required to 

accommodate their ambitions. Victorian style has attracted historians, including David Newsome, 

who suggests that architects, along with many others in society at the time, were recognising that 

they lived in 'uncommonly stirring times'.171  

The late Victorian period saw the heights of elaboration in the external and internal decoration of 

homes and the Great Exhibitions that visited each colonial capital brought mass-produced design to 

the masses – encouraging experimentation, especially with newly available materials such as cast 

iron: 

The Exhibitions were significant for architecture for two reasons: firstly, because of the 

goods they introduced, and secondly, because of the extravagant style of decoration 

which they made even more fashionable in architecture.172 

Kelly Mays describes the inventiveness of the Victorians, and the competitiveness between 

adherents to particular styles – such as the architectural battle of the styles between followers 

of Gothic and supporters of Classical features.173 In Australian Colonial Architecture, Cox and 

Lucas also describe most Victorian architecture in Australia as demonstrating an eclectic style, 

drawing on a great variety of ‘vocabulary’, and do not discriminate between Classical and 

Gothic, Italianate and Arts and Crafts. In their view, however, only the wealthy could afford to 

employ a particular Victorian aesthetic to its full extent: 

In the vernacular examples, this merely manifested itself in decorative motifs, but 

in high-style examples, there was a greater seriousness in obtaining 

archaeological accuracy.174 
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Cox and Lucas’s work, in a similar fashion to that of Richard Apperly, Freeland and Tonkin, is almost 

completely devoted to developments in the eastern states of Australia.175 As studies of colonial 

Australian architecture, they provide many insights that translate well in the Western Australian 

context but understanding the degree to which Western Australian architectural styles and trends 

followed those in the east, trailed behind them, or followed a distinct path of their own, requires 

analysis.  

One question for researchers is the degree to which high style affected the broader population of 

Western Australia, beyond government buildings and the homes of the elite. According to Robin 

Campbell, the appearance of Victorian architectural diversity was much slower to reach the west 

coast and, although the few significant buildings in Western Australia that did reflect a more faithful 

rendering of a particular style had a significant individual impact, they 'did not make much difference 

to the total architectural character' of Western Australia, and Perth in particular. Although 

Fremantle seemed to have a recognisable architectural character mainly due to local limestone, 

major buildings in Perth stood apart geographically and stylistically.176 John White’s view was that, in 

terms of domestic and other private architecture, the vernacular colonial house, rather than 

anything that could be considered neo-Gothic or neo-Classical, was most common up until the gold 

rush period, when 'differences in plan, detail, and interior decoration began to appear.'177  

White supports the view that, until the gold rushes, Western Australia was largely left untouched by 

the flowering of Victorian style. What this study will provide is an example of an architect in Western 

Australia who was in full-time employment and designing in 'high style' in the 1880s – including 

Gothic, Classical and Queen Anne/Arts and Crafts – suggesting that far more architectural progress 

was being made than historians have recognised. Leonie Matthews writes that historical works on 

Australian architecture since the 1960s have continued to be 'dominated by examples from the 

eastern states…and only provide a superficial understanding of Western Australia’s built heritage.'178 

Matthews describes the view of one of the subjects of her study – architectural historian Duncan 

Richards – that Western Australian writers must seek to redress the lack of sources on Western 
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Australian architectural history, as its omission from discussions of Australian architecture is a 

situation 'largely of our own making.'179 

Influences on Australian, and Western Australian Architecture 
 
Just as the degree to which Western Australian architecture prior to the gold rushes of the 1890s 

was involved in Victorian stylistic trends is a subject of contention, so too is the source of the eclectic 

Victorian styles in the colony. Was the fledgling settlement following London, other parts of the 

empire, or did the styles migrate from the east, along with 't'othersiders'? Were environmental 

conditions and the resources available the key limiting factors on style, as suggested by Fiona Bush, 

and was goldrush wealth and immigration therefore critical in changing Western Australian 

architecture. Or were individual architects the agents of new ideas and change? Such is the 

dominance of the eastern colonies in Australian architectural histories that there is little discussion 

of the possibility that those in Western Australia may also have been forging a style of their own, 

with influences from a variety of sources. For Bush, the colonial architectural history of Western 

Australia still requires a 'huge amount of work'.180 

The first architectural styles in Australia were those borne out of necessity and circumstance, but 

writers suggest that even in this they were reflecting settler origins.  According to Cox and Lucas, the 

influences upon which early builders drew included the domestic, ‘peasant’ architecture of the 

homes they had left behind in Britain, with many dwellings resembling such buildings as the crofters’ 

cottages of Scotland. Given Western Australia's overwhelmingly English immigrants, the materials 

and designs of early homes most often reflected those in England. There were also similarities in 

materials and design to the Aboriginal structures that the colonists observed, such as the use of 

thatching made from bark, sticks, reeds and rushes.  

A number of Western Australian histories point to the significance of two, related influences on the 

rate at which architecture could develop in the ‘Cinderella colony’. These are the level of technology 

in the colony and the degree of investment available. Bush argues that a key factor in altering the 

architectural landscape in Western Australia during the middle of the nineteenth century was 

technological change. She finds that new materials introduced in England began to also influence 

colonial practices, with developments in the use of brick and weatherboards the most important 

initially, then followed by the introduction of corrugated iron. Bush mainly describes the convict 

period in Western Australia, when the quality of bricks made in Perth and regional centres improved 
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more slowly than in England, and transport shortages were a constant frustration for Western 

Australian building, which meant that bricks did not 'oust the use of stone where this material was 

plentiful, rather in those instances, stone and brick appeared to be used equally.'181 

Margaret Pitt Morison contended that the difficulties faced by the colonists that led to the decision 

to accept convicts, also impacted on building and architecture. Without the financial and manpower 

advantages of a penal establishment, Western Australia’s early colonial architecture was particularly 

primitive. She writes that, by 1843,'…the relative progress of the late 1830s had come to a halt'.182 

John White agreed, describing the modest Perth Courthouse and Fremantle Roundhouse as 

evidence of the ‘poverty’ of construction in the west. 183 

The key reasons given by White for this architectural conservatism up to and after 1850 were, 

therefore, the prevailing economic situation, and the related shortages of materials and skilled 

labour. With the arrival of convicts, however, and the injection of capital that followed, architecture 

in Western Australia underwent significant development from the 1850s. Bush found that '…after 

the 1850s… buildings appeared to get larger; a lot more two storey structures and large farm 

buildings.'184 For Bush, the key reason for this was the arrival of the convicts in Western Australia. 

The skills that they brought, as well as those of their instructors and supervisors, combined with 

their cheap labour, rapidly increased the extent and sophistication of Western Australian building. 

This correlates with Robin Campbell’s assessment, with Campbell adding that the demand created 

by the convict system also stimulated the building industry and associated trades, creating a basis 

for future developments. In the 1850s the Convict Establishment 'employed every tradesman it 

could find (including some recruited from South Australia), and dramatically expanded the market 

for local building materials.'185 This significant building boom was also driven by the added demand 

of ticket-of-leave men entering private sector. Not all writers consider the impact of the convict 

system so significant, however, especially outside of public buildings. Pitt Morison argues that there 

was only limited evidence of convict building reflecting emerging of trends from England, with its 

impact on Western Australian architecture overall, more subtle: 'The severely economical early 
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colonial style…was still generally prevalent.'186 Ian Kelly, in tracing the evolution of housing in Perth, 

concludes that both the surge in building, and the improved standard of buildings during the convict 

period, was prompted by the cheap labour of the convicts, more than any other factor. For Kelly, 

however, the convict impact was limited, with the architectural expertise of government 

superintendents Richard Jewell and James Austin under-utilised by the 'gentry' of Perth.187 

After 1868 convict arrivals ended. While those remaining in the colony continued to serve their 

terms and contribute to building projects, White describes the progress in this period as being able 

to 'be measured building by building.'188 Architectural history relating to the 1870s and 1880s in 

Western Australia follows the trend evident in the more general histories of the colony, in passing 

over the achievements of this era in a superficial fashion, before dealing with the impact of the gold 

discoveries. 

…the changes in architectural style that accompanied the Victorian era and which found 

their way to the rapidly growing cities of Sydney and Melbourne, were inappropriate to 

newly founded Perth and Fremantle. The houses, therefore, that were built on the Swan 

River carried on the tradition of simplicity and symmetry that was passing out of style in 

England because there was insufficient wealth in the colony to allow [anything] other 

than the simplest experiments.189 

Some writers have contested this depiction of Perth in the 1880s. Jenny Gregory describes a clear 

upturn in economic activity late in the decade, as capital moved west from the depressed eastern 

colonies.190 Others have pointed to earlier developments, such as the 1871 creation of local 

government – which led to 'a proliferation of town halls and other municipal buildings.'191 The 

architectural works of Francis Bird in the 1880s support these counter arguments, in that they 

suggest a vibrant building industry in existence before the goldrush era, even if dwarfed by the scale 

of later developments. Bird's achievements, and the factors responsible for his numerous 

commissions, add to the record in providing further evidence of development at this time. 
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Bird's career, however, also supports the argument that the discovery of significant amounts of gold 

in the 1890s, and the gold rush that followed, changed Western Australia's architectural 

environment. Freeland regards the impact of the gold rushes on architecture as fundamental to the 

development of Australian architecture, describing gold discoveries as instigating a 'splendiferous 

boom for the building fraternity'.192 Freeland is referring here to the 1850s in New South Wales and, 

especially, Victoria, but also suggests that, because the development took place in such a short time, 

the Western Australian gold rushes resulted in a unique concentration of high Victorian style: 

There was no gradual evolvement of style over a period. In 1892, Perth had been a 

primitive frontier town with all the rawness and lack of style or a pioneer settlement. By 

1900, it had been dipped bodily into a bucket of pure Victoriana and taken out, dripping 

plaster and spiked with towers and cupolas in a bewildering variety of shapes, to dry.193 

White, in describing the rapidly expanding cities of Perth and Fremantle of this time, notes that as 

well as the greater population driving demand, the building boom was equally related to the 

availability of a wider variety and quantity of building materials, and profits possible from speculative 

house building. Architectural developments in WA from the 1890s were also affected by 

technological advances, according to White, with technology bringing changes to designs, as well as 

directing the construction methods and materials. Telephones, electricity, a reticulated water supply, 

sewerage, lifts, trains and trams, cars and gas lighting were all appearing at this time and required 

modifications to buildings as well as new types of structures. Rather than relying on expensive 

imports, the Victorian taste for cast iron was catered for by the establishment of thirteen iron 

foundries in Perth by 1895 – although iron lace was soon phased out as decoration on verandahs and 

balconies, in favour of ornamental woodwork.194 

An emerging middle class, as well as goldfields wealth, was increasing demand for complex and 

varied styles, and architectural design: 

Perth, for a while, was suddenly at the forefront of Australian development and the 

scores of experienced architects who arrived in the 1890s brought with them knowledge 

of technical innovations which had had no place in the years preceding, as well as an 
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awareness of significant overseas developments in architecture and building through the 

architectural press and their own breadth of background.195 

In 1893, there was reported to be only 12 architects working in Western Australia. By 1897, there 

were 102. A Western Australian Institute of Architects was inaugurated under George Temple Poole 

in 1902. The majority of these architects brought their stylistic influences from the eastern colonies 

but these new styles could also reflect the scale of development and the capital that was available. 

Pitt Morison writes that '…the development carried out in the years between 1890 and 1910 was 

unprecedented – harbour works, water supplies, railways and agricultural development on a wide 

scale.'196 Francis Bird was in the midst of this building boom, albeit on the periphery at times in 

Albany, yet this thesis will show that although his style evolved, he retained a consistency of design 

features throughout his career – bringing in to question the conclusions of these writers regarding 

the significance of gold discoveries in altering the direction of Western Australian architecture. 

Ray Tonkin and Helen Long describe the obvious connections between the colonial works of early 

architects and builders, and the trends and styles of Britain and Europe to which they were exposed, 

either through their earlier training and careers, or the pattern books and journals that they received 

by mail.197 In addition, those civic leaders that championed development in their particular towns 

often requested something that would demonstrate their success in transplanting European culture 

into the New World, as Tonkin observes: 

[An] obsession with achieving comparison with the Old World is constant…Most of these 

towns had arisen from humble beginnings in a very short time and there was a constant 

desire to promote the advances in development…198 

While the backgrounds of their clients, developments across the Empire, the level of technology and 

types of skills available, and the availability of capital have all been described as influencing 

architectural styles in Australia, the geographical and professional background, and individual design 

oeuvre of newly-arrived architects were also significant. Some writers suggest that this factor was 

critical in affecting the stylistic direction of architecture in Australia. Of the limited number of 

biographies relating to Western Australian architects before Federation, this is most evident in John 
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Taylor’s works on John Joseph Talbot Hobbs. Hobbs, who practised architecture in Western Australia 

from 1887 to the 1930s, had begun life as an architect in England and, as Taylor argues: 

The strong moral and ethical dimension implicit to the Arts and Craft movement 

resonated with young men such as Hobbs, searching for a professional direction with 

high values, yet still seeking to correspond with the commercial opportunities of the 

nineteenth century British Empire.199 

Ray Oldham, in her biography on architect George Temple Poole, describes him as one of the most 

important civic designers to incorporate new materials and styles. Temple Poole was Government 

Architect in the 1890s and John White observes that his style, evident in the design of his many 

public buildings, 'indicates that he was aware of and had absorbed the lessons of the Arts and Crafts 

movement in Britain as well as acquiring a sensitive understanding of the most attractive of English 

and French renaissance architecture'.200  

John Taylor's work on early twentieth century architect, John Cyril Hawes, also provides a Western 

Australian case of an outsider bringing influences from abroad to his Australian practice. Taylor 

concludes that Hawes' buildings were a ‘rational response to a harsh climate’, but also reflected his 

time spent in California and Italy.201 Most importantly, Hawes' English upbringing and training during 

the rise of the Arts and Crafts movement was well-evident in his designs. 

The works of these architects, despite their clear links to their overseas influences, exemplify what 

some writers describe as a particularly Australian adaptation of international styles – a result of 

internal conflict over the extent to which British and European styles were to be followed. Willis and 

Goad write that the colonial condition compelled a 'thrust for internationalism' but that this 'locates 

Australia within a sometimes desired, sometimes loathed state of centre and periphery'.202 

Australian architects were well-versed in international and British trends. They were well-read, but 

they did not simply reproduce what they read, as they 'worked in a considerably different context to 

their British and European counterparts', as Wills and Goad note.203 As noted earlier, the most 

important differences were the limited cultural education of most clients, the harsh summers that 

required adaptation, the quality and availability of materials, and the variable nature of available 
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building skills. As a result, while there is consensus that Victorian high style existed in Western 

Australia, stylistic rules and purity were never strictly adhered to.  

Actual replicas of European examples were rare. Tonkin, in describing the adopting of European 

styles, suggests that there was a great degree of 'stylistic eclecticism' and that architects often 

sought to break free of the ‘in-vogue’ styles. In fact, the constraints of economics and the 

environment ensured that each colony developed a distinctive vernacular: 

…the environment is more than a passive agent. The surveyors, architects, engineers, 

designers and builders of these places [and] their engagement with the environment, 

their clients and the ambitions of the community led to something different and a 

different interpretation of design and style from what may have been applied in the ‘old 

country’.204 

Many of the architects arriving in Western Australia during the goldrushes were from New South 

Wales and Victoria but, in the architecture of nineteenth century Western Australia, there was also 

evidence of influences from other British colonies. The characteristic colonial home in Australia, the 

bungalow with verandah, had appeared in British and American architecture but appears to have 

been most influenced by developments in British India, and brought to Australia by military 

officers.205 In King’s view, however, it is not a matter of a style from one place being copied in 

another. Instead, he links the spread of bungalow design to economic, social, and environmental 

changes that were occurring throughout the Western world. 206 Some styles may therefore be seen 

as the simultaneous appearance of a similar local reaction to common circumstances in a number of 

locations, rather than a spreading trend or fashion. Robert Nossen describes King’s work as linking 

architecture to the wider forces of change that included, from the turn of the century, increased 

leisure time, technological advancement, improved transport and 'the growth of land development 

catering to the middle class.'207  

Developments such as the spread of the bungalow in Australia could be seen as reflecting socio-

cultural norms across the Empire, and the desire of the middle classes to create the ideal home. In 

Australia, as in England, according to Leonore Davidoff, 'during the nineteenth century it was taken 
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for granted that real communities could only be found in the English countryside'.208 The ‘rural idyll’ 

was a perception of English rural life, where the classes lived harmoniously in natural surroundings, 

under the watchful eye of a benevolent, male landowner. This perception was a reaction to 

industrial and urban growth and was far from the experience of the rural population themselves, 

who were joining a mass migration to cities. The features of a late nineteenth century middle-class 

house – the bungalow - and particularly its garden, were related to this ‘Beau Ideal’. 

In this thesis, it will be proposed that Francis Bird's architectural career provides strong evidence 

that architects did seek to replicate the styles from their Home countries, but also supports that the 

contention that this was never going to be entirely possible, due to the limits of resources, 

environment and capital, as described above. Bird brought high style to Western Australia well 

before the discoveries of gold, but the trajectory of his career also mirrors that of architects in 

Victoria and New South Wales after gold was discovered. Given his brief visits and contact with the 

east, however, it will also be concluded that his influences were more English than colonial. Whilst 

Bird's designs drew heavily on these early influences, however, they could never be considered 

replicas of London design. An analysis of his architecture provides useful examples of the factors 

influencing styles in Western Australia, at a level below the colony's leading architects, something 

that requires more investigation – particularly, as Bush surmises, where that investigation is able to 

provide clear links between the architect's work in the colony, and their training and upbringing: 

Additional research into the county and country or origin of the first settlers might 

provide information on why the settlers favoured one particular traditional building 

technique over another.209 

Australian Nationalism and Western Australian Architecture 

Freeland’s focus on British styles when describing the architecture of the period has brought some 

criticism from those who have identified Australian Nationalism as a major force in architecture 

between 1880 and 1920. It will be argued in this thesis that elements of Francis Bird's architectural 

work were distinctive enough to be considered an Australian style of their own. One of the earliest 

identifications of an Australian architectural 'type' came in the 1880s articles of Sydney architect 

John Sulman, whose writing clearly indicates that the profession in Australia was distancing itself 
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from imported styles.210 The degree to which Australian Nationalism was manifesting itself in 

Western Australian architecture is given very little consideration. Edquist does mention George 

Temple-Poole's works as a new direction in architecture but not in connection to Australian 

Nationalism, and even Temple-Poole's biographer gives little consideration of how he may have 

been part of the movement.211 What follows is a brief account of where historians see the origins of 

an ‘Australian style’ concept in architecture, the way this style has been described by architectural 

historians, and the limited attention the Western Australian experience is given in existing accounts. 

By the 1970s, historians were attaching the term 'nationalism' to a range of artistic and cultural 

changes, including changes in architecture, that had developed alongside the growth of political 

nationalism leading to Federation. Gordon Buxton described it as ‘impossible to ignore the 

increasing self-awareness of Australian art, literature and political debate in this period.’212 Parallel 

with the movements towards Federation, there were movements to develop distinctive Australian 

styles in art and literature, led by Roberts and Streeton, and Lawson and Paterson respectively. John 

Rickard, however, concluded that in these movements the idea of uniqueness has been overdrawn, 

and that ‘the nationalism attributed to such works represented a fusion of European fashion and 

local vision.’213 

Use of the term nationalism to describe artistic movements does not necessarily suggest that the 

movements supported a consistent national style. Instead, the term is a reflection of growing self-

awareness in Australia, and a desire to develop a uniquely Australian style, rather than some sort of 

facsimile of British, European or American styles. Geoffrey Serle, in his 1967 paper 'Austerica 

Unlimited', describes the nationalist intellectuals of his time as simply those who ‘…would like to see 

an Australian identity freer of British and American influence.’214 Such statements appear to have 

prompted historians to search for the earliest indications of an identifiably Australian style in 

architecture.  

An appetite for an Australian architectural style on the east coast is certainly evident by the 1880s. 

John Phillips refers to architect Nahum Barnet’s 1882 proposal for the development of an 

‘Australian’ style in Victoria. According to Phillips, whether the proposal was 'matched at this time by 
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similar proposals made in and for the other Australian colonies is difficult to know.'215 In describing 

the early stages of the movement in the east, Phillips also points to the various articles of Sulman, 

who had formed an association of like-minded architects in 1886, referred to as the ‘Palladian Club’, 

aimed at reforming Australian architecture and preparing a model guide for those training in the 

profession in Australia.216 Political nationalism in the 1880s was based on strong republican 

sentiment in presenting an Australian identity. Architects such as Sulman, and in later years Harold 

Desbrowe-Annear, were also seeking an Australian identity – an ‘appropriate local architecture’ 

rather than imported styles, from Britain in particular.217 Although hesitant to describe the styles as 

Federation, or Nationalism, Harriet Edquist does identify a uniquely Australian style in the 

architecture of the 1880s. She describes the group of ‘Émigré’ architects in Australia at this time – 

including Temple-Poole, Walter Liberty Vernon, John Sulman, George Addison and Henry Kemp – as 

arriving in Australia and feeling freed from the restrictive styles of British architecture. Determined 

not to design in a purely English manner, they borrowed from a variety of sources and sought to 

‘build appropriately for the time and for a young nation’.218  

A number of writers have attempted to define the features of Australian style. Conrad Hamann 

insisted in 1979 that architecture in Australia, on the East coast at least, underwent a period of 

radical nationalism from the 1880s, encouraging him to describe the styles of this period as 

Australian Nationalism. Where other writers have taken a narrower, proscriptive position on 

Australian style, Hamann describes a broader range of design features, with the central focus being a 

clear departure from Victorian styles. In doing so, he provides the most useful reference point in 

interpreting the architecture of Francis Bird in Western Australia. Hamann describes three versions 

of Australian Nationalist architecture – that developed after a long period when adaptations to the 

local environment didn’t stretch beyond adding verandahs, and imported styles continued to 

predominate. Firstly, he describes the growing interest in newer stylistic influences in the latter part 

of the nineteenth century, such as American Romanesque, Shingle Style and the ‘red brick 

architecture of Norman Shaw and his contemporaries in England.’219 This was later referred to in 

Australia as ‘Queen Anne’, and became the first evidence of an Australian style, according to 

Hamann, that departed from the Italianate, Classical or Gothic. It was this style from which the 

Australian ‘Federation Villa’ developed. The second version of Australian style he describes is the 
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‘homestead form’ of Colonial Revival. This style, featuring simple, symmetrical designs with flatter 

roofs, and wide eaves, referenced the early Australian buildings of colonial architects such as Francis 

Greenway, and formed the basis of the Queenslander house design. His third branch of Nationalistic 

style was that led by Harold Desbrowe Annear and Robert Haddon – the more radical, modernist 

style of the twentieth century that based itself upon Art Nouveau, the American Prairie Style of 

Frank Lloyd Wright, and the flat-rooved cubic movement.220 In short, Hamann argues that there are 

three distinct versions of Australian Nationalist architecture; Queen Anne, Colonial Revival, and 

Australian modernism, including a version of Art Nouveau. 

Sulman’s description of the 1880s Australian home design – a detached, stucco-covered home with 

verandahs integral to the design, corresponds with Anthony King’s concept of the Australian 

‘bungalow’. The bungalow, in the view of Anthony King, was a clear example of an Australian, rather 

than an imported style, albeit originating in India, and influenced by developments in other colonies. 

Apperley, in his listings of styles in Australian architectural history, does not distinguish a specifically 

Australian style amongst his discussions of the Federation Gothic, Federation Romanesque, or 

Federation Classical. He does, however, identify a Federation Bungalow.221 For King, the appearance 

of the bungalow in Australia architecture indicates that the style was not the result of an earlier type 

of vernacular architecture, because no such architecture had existed. Instead, Australia was the 

‘control group’, which demonstrated that the bungalow was what the British settlers chose, ‘when 

given the greatest political and economic freedom’.222 In Australian architecture, the bungalow idea 

formed the basis of the 'Federation villa' – an Australian style.  

Edquist describes this Australian house as ‘pared back, unornamented, built of honest materials’ and 

based on the idea of ‘a house of one’s own’ – a detached, suburban home.223 An impossible dream 

for many during the 1890s depression in the East, this suburban house type became established as 

the economy recovered, and confidence returned at the time of Federation. In a similar way to 

Edquist, King describes the bungalow developments in the 1880s as disappearing due to recession in 

the following decades, and only being revived after Federation, as the requisite wealth returned to 

the East coast. In doing so he ignores the gold rush boom in Western Australia, and the architectural 

developments that accompanied it. King dismisses the developments in Western Australia as 

summarily as both Edquist and Phillips, in describing the 1890s in Australia as a time when ‘the 
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prosperity of Australian cities and the building boom which had gone with it were over.’224 There 

appears to be a certain east coast myopia amongst architectural historians in this regard, given the 

substantial developments in Western Australia in the late nineteenth century. 

The broad range of Bird's architectural works will be examined in the light of these concepts of 

Australian Nationalism in architecture. In doing so, this thesis will provide evidence of the often 

contrasting economic and architectural environment between east and west in the second half of 

the nineteenth century. Furthermore, it will be concluded that Bird's architectural style strongly 

supports Rickard's argument – that unique Australian styles, although described as nationalism, 

were instead a fusion of European fashions and local pragmatism. 

Architects and Australian Colonial Society 

The omission, or at least neglect of architects in the historical record is a concern for some writers, 

who regard the architect as having a specific and important role in emerging colonial communities 

and their local economies. Freeland, in describing the life of John Horbury Hunt, suggests that 

Australian architects have been overlooked or ignored by historians, as a result of their works 

occurring in isolation from the outside world.225 Others have drawn attention to their contribution 

beyond their professional work. 

Tonkin emphasises the importance of architects in their communities, especially new and developing 

communities. He deals primarily with the regional Victorian centres of Ballarat and Bendigo, and 

concludes that there was a 'significant role for professional architects and engineers in the 

development of towns and cities, a role that is often overlooked.'226 Tonkin’s article describes the 

tendency of such professionals to also hold down official civic posts, such as the town clerk, surveyor 

or engineer. Such positions, according to Tonkin, were important for the success of an architectural 

practice, where a community profile and an intimate knowledge of planning directions and civic 

developments were advantageous. Tonkin’s conclusion tallies with the view of Bush described 

earlier that, in general, study of such public figures in Western Australia has been inadequate: 
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The role of the Public Works Department throughout the colony … cannot be overlooked. 

Its architects were responsible for a vast array of structures, many of which to this day 

provide prominent centrepieces to the towns and cities.227 

In Bird, both as private architect and public servant, we can see myriad examples of his involvement, 

and contribution to the communities in which he worked. This study provides strong support for 

Tonkin's assessment of an architect's role and provides a clear case study for Bush.  

A potential problem inherent in a biographical account of an architect, however, is that it becomes 

an account of their works and achievements, rather than providing insights into wider historical 

themes. It is sometimes a criticism of works where the author is an architect themselves. In historical 

analyses of architects in both Australia and Western Australia, there are many examples of architects 

as authors. To the detriment of the value of a biography as history, devotees of particular architects 

may sometimes tend towards hagiography in their treatment of their subjects. Oldham was certainly 

not hesitant in extolling the pre-eminence of her subject: 

Temple Poole’s contribution to local architecture has not yet received the 

recognition it deserves. In many official and semi-official publications where his 

buildings are described, his name as the architect is not mentioned, although the 

builder’s is. Worse still, some of the buildings of his design are attributed to 

another architect.228 

Little attention or appreciation is given to the supervisors and builders charged with delivering 

cutting edge designs and experimental techniques in often remote locations and where skilled 

labour was rare. Oldham reflects on Poole’s contribution to public life, education and society but 

does not discuss in similar depth the historical developments and social history relating to his period 

or origins. The weaknesses and failings of Poole are similarly neglected. She describes his retirement 

as forced upon him by personal attacks of enemies - claiming corrupt behaviour, despite the fact 

that he was 'completely exonerated', and that '[h]is colleagues tendered him many farewell 

functions, so that he retired in an aura of personal glory.'229 Oldham’s treatment of Poole’s 

replacement, JH Grainger, is damning in its faint praise, with his designs described as 'tasteless': 
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He was a competent architect. But no one can admire the lack of respect 

Grainger showed to his predecessor’s work…230 

John Taylor’s works on Talbot Hobbs are similarly reverential in his treatment of his subject. Hobbs is 

described as 'an architect and citizen of national significance' and, in supporting this, Taylor gives 

considerable attention to his military career, the scale and ranges of his architectural works, and his 

'pivotal' role in war memorial design after World War One. 231 Whilst Taylor includes an excellent 

account of the styles in Western Australian architecture, and their influences, both before Hobbs 

arrival and after, much of his work deals with his war-time experiences and post-retirement travels.  

The tendency in Australia for architects to write architectural history is to writers such as Julie Willis 

and Philip Goad a cause for concern, where primarily aesthetic conclusions are drawn, and it is 'an 

outcome to be studiously avoided.'232 Tonkin writes that a problem with architects writing history is 

that they may be fixated by the larger-than-life figures they describe, and their more monumental 

achievements, rather than historical themes, or the broader spectrum of development in a region or 

nation’s built environment: 

The great tradition of architectural historians in Australia is to celebrate the grand…It is, 

however, far more difficult to gain broad acknowledgement of the importance of the 

designed landscape or the domestic architectural scene than to celebrate the 

monuments of Canberra such as the Parliament Houses or the national cultural 

institutions.233 

In fact, rather than studying architecture through stylistic analysis or simple biography, architects are 

best written about and understood, according to Tonkin, '…in the context of the physical 

environment and social circumstances that existed in the local environment at the time.'234 In this 

thesis, Chapter Four will deal with both, in situating Bird and his works in the Western Australian 

context. As a single-case history of a second-tier architect, this microhistory seeks to both address 

areas of neglect and provide insight into both the architectural world of late-colonial Western 

Australia, and the society that surrounded it. 
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Hungry Families and Brash Colonials: Western Australian Colonial Society 

Early Western Australian histories were primarily focussed on political leadership, land development 

and economics.235 Bolton describes these works as ‘commemorative histories’, perpetuating a 

'gentry myth' that was maintained by writers in the Royal Historical Society of Western Australia’s 

journal until recent times.236 The writers focussed on the elite, and their works reflected the 'six 

hungry families' concept of elite dominance – a phrase first used by radical Irish politician John 

Horgan in 1888.237 As described earlier, the rise of social history displaced these early writers, and a 

new focus on the marginalised and the dispossessed emerged – a 'history from below'.238 This study 

will investigate the social and family life of Francis Bird, and do so through the eyes of his family. His 

family's experiences were not those of the elites as Horgan would describe them, nor were they 

comparable to those of the marginalised, or the 'less articulate', that dominated social histories from 

the 1970s. Existing somewhere between these two groups, the Bird family offers a previously under-

researched 'middling' example. 

Culture in Settler Societies 

This study will consider the degree to which society in colonial Western Australia reflected the 

English example, in matters of class, customs and behaviour. For Penny Russell, Australians in 

colonial times were ‘inventing’ a Mother Country, in the process of creating a distinctive Australia. 

This invention of social class and behaviour was, however, different in each Australian colony.   239 

One aspect of this study of the Bird family will be to provide evidence of the degree to which English 

concepts of class and behaviour were followed, or 'invented' in the west, and whether a middle-class 

study reveals a more enduring class consciousness than has previously been described. As explained 

earlier, when discussing the Western Australian example, and the Bird family, the term 'English' will 

be applied, however, when referring to matters of empire, and broader colonialism, this thesis will 

follow the example of the authors cited and use the term 'British'. 

Cultural transmission from metropole to periphery in the colonial period has interested historians in 

recent decades. For Australia, this refers to the transmission of culture from the metropole – Britain 

or London, to the periphery – the Australian colonies. This may involve broader culture, or the social 

attitudes and behaviours of the colonial elites in particular. In another example of transnational 
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history, writers have shifted from a focus on 'economic and political operations of empire', to 

consideration of this cultural transmission. Historians have described 'Britishness as a global 

phenomenon' where shared traditions have joined people throughout the British Empire but have 

also recognised the movements of people and ideas across the empire have led to an evolving and 

complex interaction between its disparate parts. These writers describe a diversity of adaptations of 

British institutions and culture across British settler societies, including within Australia.240 

Historians have described the emergence of a 'new aristocracy [of] the periphery' in colonial 

empires.241 This suggests that elites soon emerged in settler societies who ensured that existing 

social structures in their Home countries were to be replicated in the colonies. Writers such as 

Fischer, however, describe a transmission of culture far beyond colonial elites in settler societies. His 

work, Albion’s Seed, seeks to explain the emergence of freedom, or libertarianism, in the colonial 

America – what he refers to as 'a voluntary society'. For Fischer, almost all aspects of society that 

exist in what were once colonies can be traced back to the original origins of the settlers, even if in a 

much-altered form. In describing earlier explanations for these aspects of American society, Fisher 

identifies three themes: European (English) culture being transmitted to America, the effects of the 

American environment itself, and the process of transmission. He refers to these as the 'germ theory, 

the frontier thesis, and the migration model.'242  

The germ theory was the idea that traditions of free institutions of Anglo-Saxon Europe were carried 

to Europe via the English, but this was discredited in the twentieth century as the conceit of Anglo-

Saxon historians. The frontier thesis, attributed to Frederick Jackson Turner, was that these 

European ideals were less important than the American environment and its ‘free land’, which 

encouraged democracy, capitalism and individualism. Fischer's defines the migration model as the 

belief in ethnic pluralism as the key determinant, along with the experience of migration. His work 

seeks to combine these explanations through a study of the impact of four key migrant groups from 

England, thus focussing on the migration model, while combining it with elements of the other two 

theories.243 

Fischer identifies the regions of England from which each of these four groups originated and sets 

about categorising ‘folkways’ that were associated with each group. Fischer uses the term folkway to 

 
240 Kate Darian-Smith, Patricia Grimshaw, and Stuart Macintyre, 'Introduction', in Kate Darian-Smith, Patricia 
Grimshaw, and Stuart Macintyre (eds), Britishness abroad: transnational movements and imperial cultures, 
Carlton, Vic, Melbourne University Press, 2007, pp. 1-5. 
241 Ronald Syme, Colonial elites: Rome, Spain and the Americas, The Whidden lectures, London, Oxford 
University Press, 1958, p. 4. 
242 Fischer, Albion's seed: four British folkways in America, p. 5. 
243 Ibid., p. 6. 



66 
 

describe the 'normative structure of values, customs and meanings that exist in any culture.'244 

Folkways then become the key determinant of a new society when introduced by a dominant 

immigrant group. They are persistent but not static – they are constantly being created and exist in 

all societies, from the primitive to the most advanced. Folkways are more important than material 

conditions such as economics, or political systems, and can explain such things as the distribution of 

wealth, codes of law, and child-rearing practices.  

Fischer’s approach can easily be translated into the Australian experience, especially given the waves 

and chains of migration that are evident in its settlement history. This study will in part utilise 

Fisher's approach in considering the values and customs of Francis Bird's family, and the extent to 

which they were shaped by his English upbringing, the Western Australian physical and cultural 

environment, and the culture of the wider settler society into which he entered. 

Class and Gentility in Late-Colonial Western Australia 

In terms of cultural transmission, historians have explored the extent to which there was a consistent 

colonial experience amongst the Australian colonies. One key element of this experience was the 

existence of the English class system. Bolton saw class behaviour as being consciously perpetuated in 

Australia by English colonists, but was the degree of class consciousness and behaviours in Western 

Australia the same as that in the eastern colonies and, indeed, was it an English class consciousness, 

or an idealised notion of England invented by elites in Australia? Indeed, some historians have 

viewed this class consciousness as a temporary phenomenon, whilst others have described an 

experience that continued well into the twentieth century, as will be outlined below. 

Whether it is possible to identify a common experience across the British Empire has been debated 

since the publication of Cannadine’s Ornamentalism. Penny Russell doesn’t agree with Cannadine’s 

theory that, throughout the Empire, English models of hierarchy and gentility were being 

reproduced. Instead, she believes that it was strongly resisted by those that came to the colonies in a 

deliberate attempt to escape from such socially restricting notions, but also that when models of 

behaviour were based on English traditions, Englishness was an extremely 'muddy and malleable 

concept'.245 Australians were ‘inventing’ a Mother Country, in the process of creating a distinctive 

Australia. This invention of social class and class behaviour was therefore different in each colony.  

Bolton's early works also contrast with Cannadine’s position that there was a consistency across the 

British Empire of rituals and symbols that were an attempt to recreate the conservative and 
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hierarchical social order of the English countryside in the colonies. Bolton explained, for instance, 

that Australia was different to Canada in that no real pattern of hierarchical aristocracy emerged.246 

Other writers' conclusions, however, have supported Cannadine, with a number considering the 

unifying role of senior civil servants and Governors in establishing British cultural standards across 

the empire.247 Theodore Porter argues that these administrators represented a revival of the 

'gentlemanly idea' in the late Victorian period, where colonial positions 'came to require culture 

more than technical skills'.248  

The so-called ‘squattocracy’ in the eastern colonies has been identified as evidence of an English 

class system in Australia but Bolton identified debate over the extent to which the squatters 

represented an 'orderly and philanthropic conservative ideal' such as that which existed in Canada, 

or Virginia. In terms of the English model, they did not constitute an aristocratic class. Whilst the 

pastoralists developed 'patrician characteristics' such as large homesteads, a sense of family, and 

undertaking leadership roles in Melbourne and Sydney after the gold rushes, they also manipulated 

politics for their own self-interest and sought to exploit the land rather than settle permanently and 

build communities.249  

The position of Denoon and Wyndham is that 'the settlers rapidly divided themselves into 

landholders, labourers, merchants, and administrators on a distinctly British pattern'.250 It was 

Bolton’s position, however, that although the colonial elite in Western Australia may have 'borrowed 

the customs of the British prototype' and adopted many social practices of the English gentry in 

order to express their superiority, it was only temporary, and self-interest would always ultimately 

transcend nostalgia.251  

This position has since been supported by Penny Russell, who concludes that both the squatters and 

landowners sought to create a monopoly over land and maintain the flow of convict labour but their 

influence was soon usurped by those in the growing towns as the 'delusions of a "bunyip" 

aristocracy'. Russell describes a dichotomy between 'brash colonial' and established English notions 

of class and manners in Australia, and how the former gradually displaced the latter.252 She 
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describes a 'social fluidity' in the second half of the nineteenth century in Australian colonies. 

Immigrants were arriving with dreams of improving their position in life, as well as introducing new 

political and social ideals. As the economy and population diversified, 'exclusiveness, caste and 

inherited social position were forced to give way before the material and social realities of a brash, 

democratic, colonial world'.253  

How do these broader conclusions relate to the Western Australian example? The colony in the 

nineteenth century has been described as an 'isolated, highly stratified, often prejudiced colonial 

community.'254 The society that Bird entered into in 1869 was depicted by Stannage as 'conservative 

in everything'.255 Historians have identified this conservatism in a number of areas of colonial society 

in Western Australia. In particular, the colony is seen as one in which class, and class behaviour, 

were important, although there is debate over the extent to which these values were brought from 

England or developed in the colony.  

In Land of Vision and Mirage, Bolton makes a number of references to a political and social elite in 

colonial Western Australia. This was a group which he recognises were most often self-made 

successes rather than originating from English aristocracy, yet were characterised by an 'imitated 

English gentility'.256 Stannage also identifies the existence, throughout the colonial period, of a 

'socio-political elite [of] propertied officials' in Western Australia, that had arrived with money, 

education and social standing, if not a clear aristocratic background.257 Bolton’s analysis of class in 

the colonies of Australia is that, despite the number of 'younger sons' of the English gentry that 

emigrated to Australia being insufficient in number to have a direct influence on colonial society, 

there was a clear attempt to 

…perpetuate in the colonies the way of living, privileges, and standards of behaviour 

associated with the British upper classes…Most of these attempts in the self-governing 

parts of the British Empire have been made by a colonial elite which is not itself of gentry 

origins, and which in rejecting the specifically hereditary bias of the British pattern, has 

retained some degree of British political institutions, social prejudices, and hierarchical 

attitudes.258 

 
253 Ibid., p. 434. 
254 Martens, Government House and Western Australian Society: 1829-2010, pp. 12-13. 
255 Stannage, The People of Perth. Ch 3. The full title of the chapter reads “’Conservative in everything’ – Perth 
1851 to 1884” 
256 Bolton, Land of Vision and Mirage, pp. 25, 44 & 53. 
257 Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 48. 
258 Bolton, 'The idea of a colonial gentry', p. 1. 



69 
 

For Bolton, however, the idea that Western Australia was more ‘English’ than the east (or perhaps 

even England itself) is a myth and, in his early works, he questions the extent to which the colonial 

elites 'patterned themselves on a British original', suggesting in 1968 that this area of study had been 

'insufficiently considered'.   

259 In his later study, Bolton takes a stronger position, suggesting that only 

a few families tried to maintain the 'gentry style', and that 'there was not enough of them, and they 

were not rich enough, to leave a lasting imprint on their community.'260 

In her study of the Fremantle merchant families of the late nineteenth century, Patricia Brown 

depicts the most successful merchants as adopting, rather than maintaining the habits of an older 

aristocracy. She describes this as evident in terms of their homes – 'aloof' from their places of 

business – their dress, the public positions they held, the patronage they exercised, and their 

creation and membership of community organisations.261 For Brown and others, an English-style 

gentry in Western Australia clearly existed, It was not based on birth-right, with the possible 

exceptions of a few families, but instead on a combination of property ownership, service careers, 

club memberships, relations with the various Governors, education, and a shared concern about the 

anarchistic classes of convict origin.  

The existence of social hierarchy in Western Australia may not be in dispute but how enduring it was 

is less clear. Like Bolton, Stannage views the class structure in Western Australia as only having been 

temporarily rigid, and that over time it was clear that the opportunities and social mobility possible 

in Western Australia were markedly more advantageous for its people than those of their British 

forbears. The success of social and political dissident John Horgan - whose public attacks variously 

targeted the Weld Club, Governor Broome and his government, and the so-called ‘Six Hungry 

Families’ of Perth – in defeating Septimus Burt in an 1888 Perth by-election, proved that the gentry 

was not in control.262 For Stannage, however, the populist politics of Horgan were hardly deemed 

necessary by many Western Australians, as improvements in arbitration, education, minimum wages 

and universal suffrage provided enough evidence that, by the turn of the century, 'while great 

inequalities continued to exist in Western Australian society … a new social order [was] closer in 

Perth than in any other Australian city.'263 

Investigating the lives of Francis Bird and his family members will provide examples of Western 

Australian class attitudes and behaviours – examples that, coming from outside the colonial elite, 
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become useful in offering insight into both their extent and longevity in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Richardson, in her account of the lives of five similar families in Australia 

and New Zealand, argues that any study of class in settler societies such as Australia and New 

Zealand, necessitates an analysis of the role of the middle-class family, a group that has been 

insufficiently considered, in her view.264 The Bird accounts in this study will explore the concept of 

class and class attitudes in a way that illuminates both the nature of class in Western Australia, and 

the extent of class attitudes, from the perspective of such a middle-class family. 

Englishness, Manners and Social Etiquette 

Irrespective of whether the class structure of colonial society was truly based on a British model, 

many writers agree on the fact that 'Western Australians were also Britons and loyal to the British 

Empire'. Brown writes that 'No-one argued with the idea that Fremantle was a British colonial 

port'.265 In a colony that was almost entirely settled by those from England, 'British' meant 

'English'.266 Martens provides an 1880s quote from Lady Mary Barker, wife of Governor Broome, that 

suggests loyalty to England at least, if not the concept of Englishness itself, was very clear across the 

colonies: 

…a proud swelling of my heart to see how loyal Englishmen are, all over the world, and 

especially in Australia; loyal even when such thousands and thousands of miles of sea 

stretch between them and their Queen and Empress…267 

Simon Stevens, with reference to the way colonial Greenough in Western Australia was described, 

suggests that it was an example of a 'tendency English colonists practised of redrawing the 

Australian landscape in English colours, to make it appear to its best advantage in their eyes'.268 

Some writers view Englishness as central to settler identity in Australia, manifested in society 

through manners, customs and matters of etiquette and behaviour. For others, however, 

attachment to the new land has been described as stronger than any commitment to social norms of 

a settler's 'Home' country. Capitalising Home, to indicate a subject's place of ethnic origin as distinct 

from the home in which they live, is common amongst writers of colonial migration, and is best 

evident in Felicity Berry's account of Eliza Stanley, an 1840s resident of Van Diemen's Land.269 As 
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Berry finds, however, what constituted Home was not always clear, and quite often a source of 

tension in colonial Australia. 

In terms of evidence for Englishness and bonds with Britain, Denoon and Wyndham point to a 

number of features of Australian society and government. The overwhelming English influence 

described in their contribution to the Oxford History of the British Empire is demonstrated in 

Australia’s 'highly defensive posture' towards South East Asian neighbours, the widespread 

aspiration to careers in London, large numbers of wealthy Australians retiring to England, and the 

clear British origins of Australia’s schools, universities, professional bodies and unions, imperial 

honours, political franchise and arbitration system.270 Similarly, Geoffrey Blainey, in The Tyranny of 

Distance, suggests that distance between the Australian colonies and London did little to weaken the 

English identity of the settlers.271 

Being English, however, was more than just adopting institutions and maintaining ties, it was a 

deliberate social choice and it began in the home. Middle-class English society was the subject of 

Leonore Davidoff’s 1970s article, Landscape with Figures: Home and Community in English Society. 

Part of the concept of a 'Beau Ideal', Davidoff describes the model English home in Victorian times as 

a domestic idyll – a socially constructed versions of life to which all people should aspire. It was 

based upon 'an emphasis within the middle class on the home as a moral force.'272 This was related 

to temperance movements and religious revival, and was characterised by an orderly and 

harmonious environment where 'servants knew their place, [and] children obediently followed 

parental directions'.273 In the colonial homes of the more wealthy, as Russell notes, manners, 

etiquette and deportment were just as, if not more important. In the Australian colonies, at every 

level: 

…luck and hard work seemed as important to success as birth, merit or education, 

creating some uneasiness about how and where proper standards of culture, civilisation 

and manners might be set…In a climate of uncertainty about who constituted the leaders 

of society, distinctions of manners assumed marked importance. A culture of gentility 

flourished, as contesting groups vied to justify and legitimate their authority…by a 

display of ‘socially meritorious attributes’. 
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Along with a desire to present themselves and their families in the best possible light, there was also 

a tendency to judge others by their ‘respectability’ in a manner 'redolent of both competitiveness 

and insecurity.'274 Russell does not debate the importance given to manners in the upper-class 

circles but does question the degree to which they were ‘English’ manners. In Australia, 'most of the 

prescriptive literature on manners was unashamedly borrowed from English or European works' but 

the degree of application of these prescriptions in Australia was perhaps far more rigorous than in 

England itself. Russell describes a reinvention of English manners, to the point where colonists 

visiting England were often shocked by what they perceived as a foreign culture.275 

The search for models of gentility in the colonies was one reason for the centrality of the Governors 

in Australian. These men and their families, transplanted directly from England, or via other colonies, 

were to be the template for the colonial elites in their endeavours to adopt English customs, styles 

and manners. In Kiddle’s Men of Yesterday, a study of the rural elite of the western districts of 

Victoria in the second half of the nineteenth century, the Governor is described as the centre of high 

society – in a world of fashion and promenading, hunting and garden parties, balls and dinners, 

theatre and the races.276 Bolton agrees that the colonial gentry centred around the Government 

houses but questions whether there was broad support in Western Australia for English traditions.277 

Irrespective of their broader influence, the Governors and their families 'provided a model and a 

focus for the socially ambitious.'278 

Stannage describes Western Australia’s Government House as 'the centrepiece of social life in Perth' 

where invitations were highly valued and a perceived snub catastrophic.279 Russell, however, 

questions whether it was actually the Governor and his wife that defined ‘respectability’ in society, 

or whether the hierarchy and customs already existed. Defining the centre, or apex of social position 

was never clear, and in many cases, once again, an invention of the elites: 

They [the Governors] represented imperial authority in their own persons. Whether that 

power was all-encompassing or wholly irrelevant, however, was a function less of their 

own agency than of colonial imagination.280 
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Martens’ work on Government House reinforces this view of the centrality of the Governor in the 

colony’s social structure, describing it has playing a 'crucial role in the creation and maintenance of 

Western Australia’s social order in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries', before society was 

changed by The Depression and World War Two.281 Martens focusses on the highest echelons of 

society, however, leaving open to question how far down the social hierarchy the vice-regal 

influence could still be seen, and with little detail on the levels of society that existed within, and 

below the elites. Rickard suggests that, although a social hierarchy continued to exist across 

Australia in terms of barriers to social mobility, there was only limited deference to social superiors 

once one moved outside the vice-regal circles.282 

The Bird family had limited contact with Government House yet were immensely proud of the links 

to it that they were able form. Their manners, attitudes and behaviour provide evidence of notions 

of society and respectability in a class immediately outside the colonial elite and, as they interacted 

with others, amongst other classes in society. 

 
Glimpses of Women, Convicts and Aborigines in the Bird Record 

To Bolton, early Western Australian histories were 'that tradition which in honouring the pioneers 

ignores the contentious, disreputable, and unsanitary features of their lives.'283 They were marked 

by ambivalence towards Aboriginal inhabitants and a reluctance to dwell on convict history, while 

concentrating on Western Australia’s contribution to the British Empire and the stories of ‘great 

men’. Australian history since the 1970s has pursued social history with more vigour. Stannage, in 

describing the acquisition and maintenance of power by a select elite in Western Australian history, 

sought out other voices in his history of Perth.284 The main social groups investigated in this period 

included women, children, convicts, those affected by wars and droughts, and those in particular 

trades and professions, however unsanitary they may have once been considered.285 For Richardson, 

a study of settler societies, such as Australia and New Zealand, also necessitates an examination of 

middle-class voices, a perspective that has been insufficiently considered, in her view.286 

This study will draw upon the experiences of Francis Bird's middle-class family to examine what can 

be learnt from their sources about particular aspects of life for colonial women, convicts and ex-
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convicts, and Aborigines. In this way, Chapter Six demonstrates the value of a single case history as 

described by Loriga. It presents the life of Francis Bird as an 'intersection' of many different social 

groups, adding a middle-class perspective to the histories of each. What follows is an account of 

some key questions in Western Australian colonial history, with regards these three groups, for 

which the Bird family and their records provide compelling evidence. It is not intended as a 

complete historiography of these groups in the period. Instead it identifies how the insights gained 

from the Bird family sources can contribute to existing histories. 

Women 

From the 1960s, women's history became an increasingly important part of the historiography. 

Women’s history was initially part of a wider feminist movement, that sought to contest the 

masculine histories of the past. The aim to was to highlight patriarchy in history and how it 

highlighted the subordination of women. The emphasis later shifted to women’s history as part of 

labour, and social history. From this, works on colonial women emerged. Patricia Grimshaw 

describes the 1994 feminist history Creating a Nation, which she co-authored, as the first time a 

significant Australian colonial history had featured women in central roles.287 In the twenty-first 

century, feminist works have, amongst other topics, explored family history and concepts of identity 

in Australian colonial history.288 Women's histories have explored the ‘internal dynamics of the 

family in terms of power, nurture and dependence’. This has brought the private realm, as distinct 

from the public world of conventional history, into the historical record.289 Grimshaw has observed 

that women's history has also become associated with transnational histories, and the 'new imperial 

history' in terms of comparing family history and concepts of identity across national boundaries.290 

This study will investigate the private lives of two colonial women through their own accounts – 

Francis Bird's wife and daughter, Augusta Maude and Mary. The Bird family sources will shed light 

upon the role and position of such women within their families and their local communities, in late 

colonial times. In doing so, some key historical questions and debates may be addressed.  

One area of debate in the histories of women in colonial times, for which the Bird women provide a 

useful illustration of both sides, is the question of whether life for these women was as arduous and 
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challenging as some accounts would suggest. The difficulties faced by newly arrived women in early 

colonial times, and in particular those in remote locations, is captured well in the descriptions of the 

life of Mary Wollaston by Helen Wallace, in her thesis based on the memoirs and letters of Mary, 

and her husband, the Reverend John Wollaston. Wallace describes the 'illness and fatigue' that 

dogged Mary as she struggled to maintain standards of cleanliness and hygiene during her time on 

the outskirts of Bunbury. She also describes the extreme isolation of women, who often would not 

ride, and how they became dependent on being visited, rather than visiting themselves.291 This is 

similar to Jean Northover's account of the Clifton family in Australind in the 1840s. Northover 

describes an extreme isolation, both physical and emotional, in an unforgiving land, and a family 

dynamic where the role of women did not extend far beyond the family hearth.292 

Maggie MacKellar, however, in her analysis of colonial, middle-class women in both Canada and 

Australia through their letters and diaries, questions the commonly held view that depicted a 

continent hostile to women. She accepts that colonial women had a hard life, and agrees that they 

often spent long periods feeling a sense of 'intolerable confinement' that was escapable only for 

men, but forms the conclusion that these women also developed a profound sense of place, or 

belonging – having a 'creative engagement with the land'. Alexandra Hasluck, in her biography of 

Georgiana Molloy, supports this analysis, describing middle-class women such as Molloy enduring 

hard and difficult periods in their lives but also enjoying the benefits of a comfortable environment 

and supportive social networks.293 

Jane Davis writes of an 'affinity' with the land that developed quickly for colonial women, and a 

sense of belonging that often stemmed from the social networks they entered. In Davis’ study, 

Kalgoorlie settler Maude James clearly expressed that she would like to return to her ancestral 

Home, in England, but that she also regarded her house, and the Kalgoorlie community, as ‘home’.294 

The importance of the social landscape also helps to explain why some early Europeans 

who lived in the semi-arid environment of the goldfields responded positively to place. 

Family ties and values, as well as community associations, were the most significant 
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factors influencing their ability and willingness to engage with and develop an 

attachment to place.295 

For Mackellar, the portrait of life for colonial women as 'suffering, relentless labour, hopelessness 

and the loss of femininity' was an exaggeration, if not entirely inaccurate.296 She describes the 

stories of women such as Georgiana Molloy in Western Australia as often about them having an 

important role in establishing a sense of place – with an emphasis on the bonds of community and 

family. They were ‘nation-building’ but in the private realm, rather than the public. 

This private world of women in colonial Australia has been discussed as strictly bound by a 

dominant masculine culture, particularly for those in the middle and upper classes who spent a 

majority of their lives in the home. In her discussion of the role of women and family in general, 

Marian Aveling concludes, based on the letters and newspapers of the middle-class males of the 

time, that colonial women were the 'centre of family life', superior in moral fibre to men but 

considered too unstable for public life.297 Mackellar reached similar conclusions, comparing the 

situation for middle-class women in Australia and Canada. Like Aveling, she finds that, more than 

the environment restricting these women, it was the predominant culture that middle-class women 

played a passive role in society.298 Nowhere was this culture more evident than in the marriage 

laws of nineteenth century Western Australia, which Pen Hetherington describes as having 

'embodied prevailing English assumptions about the importance of maintaining male dominance in 

society'.299 Each of these writers suggest a distinctly patriarchal society, with women in subservient 

roles. Francis Bird's wife, Maude, and his daughter Mary, provide interesting examples in this 

regard, and suggest that such a black and white picture of colonial life may be flawed. 

As discussed earlier, the home was central to Victorian life. Given their central role in the home, 

writers have discussed women as being responsible for the maintenance of values and behaviour in 

colonial Australia. Whereas the men were forced through their employment and the necessities of a 

small population to mix with others from a wide range of backgrounds and social standing, middle-

class women who spent the majority of their lives in the home 'bore the weight of responsibility for 

the moral virtue and social conduct that both preserved links with British culture and sustained and 

solidified relations within colonial society.'300 In his discussion of the Victorian world, David 
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Newsome comments on the importance of standards of behaviour to ‘Victorians’. In terms of 

manners and behaviours, virtue was something to go into battle for, rather than simply be proud of 

having.301 Children were brought up primarily by their mothers, as well as women from their 

extended families, and it was therefore primarily the actions of women that allowed certain beliefs 

and cultural expectations to continue. In any society where this middle-class construction was 

observed, such as Australia in the nineteenth century, Davidoff has seen the wife as the 'linchpin of 

the static community' and the 'protector, guide and example of morality'.302 In each of the five 

families in her Australasian study, Richardson similarly describes the mother figure as 'moral 

guardian'.303 

For Davidoff, whilst men also participated in the domestic, and women were in many cases not 

confined to it, 'the home was strongly associated with a form of femininity which was becoming the 

hallmark of the middle class.'304 Middle-class women could become ‘engulfed’ by the private realm, 

whereas men could move more comfortably between the public and private sectors. For instance, 

while involvement in their children’s upbringing was a matter of choice for men, '…it was regarded 

as natural for women to take up the whole duty of motherhood and there was scorn for the 

aristocratic habit of leaving children in the care of nursemaids and servants.'305 What this meant, 

however, was that a woman’s child-rearing responsibilities could interfere with her other 

obligations. With large families the norm, household responsibilities could create a situation where 

'living up to the ideals of gentility' was increasingly difficult.306
   Lorinda Cramer's more recent, 

Australian study suggests that, although it was difficult, 'keeping up' a genteel identity was 

important to many women in the colonies, often maintained through needlework and dress-making, 

along with the occasional purchase of luxury items from Home.307 

For some writers, the separation of the genders into distinct ‘spheres’ was, therefore, simply the 

result of the realities of family life. In her study of marriage and children in a slightly earlier period in 

Western Australia, Margaret Anderson describes the reality for colonial women as being marriage, 

followed by regular childbearing for a period that could be measured in decades. The need to take 
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care of infants, rather than any other factor, bound these women to the domestic sphere.308 As a 

women who bore 15 children, Maude Bird provides a useful example of this fundamental restriction 

placed upon colonial women but her independence and community involvement also offers an 

interesting counterpoint – perhaps a reflection of her family's, and husband's singular social position 

– just below that of the colony's elite, yet somewhat more financially advantaged, for a time, than 

those of the middle class more generally. 

Others have also found exceptions to the conclusions as described above. Similar to Davidoff, Ellen 

McEwen describes an ‘ideal bourgeois family’ in late colonial times as one in which women and 

children relied upon the one male breadwinner, and remained in the home, separate from the public 

realm inhabited by their father or husband. For McEwen, however, the ideal, in most cases, was only 

actually reflected in the lives of the wealthier, middle-class pioneer families who were untouched by 

working class realities such as low life expectancy, single parents and working women. She describes 

a range of experiences evident in families, with many demonstrating great variation from the 

bourgeois ideal. For McEwen, the historiography regarding family life in the nineteenth century is 

incomplete, and that 'obviously, kinship in different regions and classes requires comparison'.309 The 

Bird family sources provide insights into the life of women from the middle and upper-middle classes 

and, in adding these sources to the historical record, comparison between region and classes, as 

described by McEwen, becomes possible. 

Settlers and Convicts in Colonial Western Australia 

This study will also investigate the Bird family's interactions with the working class, as employees 

and neighbours in the Canning district. These employees were often ex-convicts, those with tickets 

of leave, or serving convicts. Penny Russell describes the British colonists in Australia as naturally 

assuming superiority when interacting with both convicts (including ex-convicts) and Aborigines. In 

the minds of the middle and upper classes, it was a common perception that they brought a 

civilisation to the colonies that was 'refined, ordered and restrained'.310 Outside of this imagined 

image were therefore groups that were seen to be 'savage'. This group, according to Russell, 

included drunkards and 'foul-mouthed' miners, but the term also applied generally to convicts and 

Aborigines. Russell describes early chroniclers as being fascinated by this 'savage' and portrays early 

writers as 'obsessive' in documenting their interactions with them. Russell also recognises, however, 

that the nature of the Australian colonies led to a greater interaction between classes and groups 
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than would have been likely in Britain, and that this interaction saw the earlier attitudes and division 

soften over time – even leading to admiration, in some cases, of the abilities and fortitude of the 

once-derided.311 

Early writers on convicts and their relationship with free settlers follow a familiar theme of mistrust 

and resentment. They describe a divided nation and a strong movement against the penal system. 

Manning Clark sums up this depiction in describing Governor Brisbane of New South Wales being 

warned that 'if he did not distinguish between emancipist and immigrant in society, he might disgust 

the free section of the population'.312 Frank Crowley describes the development of the Australasian 

League for the Abolition of Transportation, from 1851, and apart from noting that there was no such 

committee in Western Australia, says little of the situation, or the attitudes there.313  

Appleyard identifies a 'stigma' that Western Australia acquired when it introduced transportation at 

this time. He describes the stigma existing despite the fact that 'the imperial government sent only 

high-quality felons to Swan River – usually persons not convicted of serious crimes such as murder or 

robbery'.314 In more recent times, researchers have found that this commonly held view of Western 

Australian convicts was based only on initial arrivals, and that many of the convicts that came to the 

colony were convicted of much more serious crimes than earlier writers have suggested. Barry 

Godfrey and David Cox, in a 2008 study of Western Australian convicts, conclude that they were 

mostly medium to serious offenders, and included many repeat offenders.315 Bill Edgar, however, 

argues that these convicts were particularly law-abiding on arrival in the colony, especially the 

expirees and those able to secure an early ticket-of-leave. Resentment towards this group certainly 

existed but, given that they made up the majority of the population of working males in Western 

Australia, the free settlers often had little choice than to employ, interact with, and accept this 

group.316 Shane Burke has recently concluded that early misgivings rapidly gave way when the 

convict labour began to demonstrate its usefulness through public works.317  

Appleyard similarly recognises the importance of the convicts and ex-convicts as one of the main 

sources of labour in the colony at the time, and the significance of their skills. In his view, however, 
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the most important economic benefit of convicts in Western Australia was once they had moved 

into the 'pastoral and extractive industries' and cites the timber industry as an example.318 The Bird 

family's interactions with convicts and ex-convicts occurred primarily during their time on the 

Canning, as major employers in the colony's this fledgling timber industry. Ticket-of-leavers and ex-

convicts provided labour in the cutting of the timber and in the mill, but also in domestic service and 

transportation. Louis Marshall has challenged the perception that ticket-of-leave men 'lived well', 

describing their earnings as 'measly', but concludes that they 'at least enjoyed the security of 

employer-provided food and housing'.319 The Bird family sources in this study will add to the 

historiography in this regard, providing a useful example of how some of these men lived their lives. 

Overall, these interactions between the Birds and their staff are able to demonstrate attitudes 

towards those of a convict background in late colonial Western Australia, the nature of many ex-

convicts themselves and their experiences, and the important economic role that they played in 

establishing new industries. 

Aborigines in Southwest Australia, 1840s to 1870s. 

In terms of the history of black-white relations in Western Australia, there are a number of absences 

in the record. With regard to the period after the initial conflicts and hostility that culminated in the 

massacre at Pinjarra in 1834, and before the introduction of the 1886 and 1905 Protection Acts in 

Western Australia, few works exist on the interactions and relationships that existed between 

Aborigines and the settlers, especially those outside the main centres. Patricia Crawford’s research 

shows the Aborigines of the southwest outnumbering Europeans by 40 to 1 in the 1880s.320 This 

population was significantly lower by the turn of century, due to disease and dispossession of land, 

but the figures are an important reminder of how necessary and unavoidable cooperation with 

Aborigines must have been in this period.321 The contact between the Birds and Aborigines 

described in this study includes accounts of interactions in the Vasse region in the 1850s, and 

relationships formed on the Canning in the 1870s. Whilst the Bird sources are not considerable in 
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this regard, what exists again points to the value of a single-case microhistory in adding to, and 

challenging wider histories. 

Recent studies have focussed on positive aspects of relationships between Aborigines and white 

settlers, such as that of Ann Hunter, who describes the settlers in Western Australia as having a 

more favourable attitude towards Aborigines, when employing labour, than they did towards the 

alternative – convicts and ex-convicts.322 Similar studies have noted, however, that these positive 

features of the Aboriginal/settler relationship existed alongside the discrimination and stereotyping 

of the time. Tiffany Shellam has examined petitions by Aboriginal people in Perth for land grants in 

the 1880s and noted that considerable community and government support for Nyungar leaders 

existed at the time. She also explains, however, that the 1887 land grant upon which her study was 

focussed was revoked in 1901, and that then Commissioner for Crown Lands, John Forrest, described 

Aboriginal people in Perth as 'for the most part, old, decrepit and given to drunkenness'.323  

One important source for the position of Aboriginal peoples in the Southwest in the early colonial 

period, and attitudes of the settlers towards them, is Rosendo Salvado’s memoir, translated in 1977. 

Salvado drew upon his experiences at New Norcia, and his extensive readings of other early writers, 

explorers and commentators, to provide a summary of the culture of the Western Australian 

Aborigines that he had spent time among, as well as commenting on their qualities as a race. 

Salvado was writing before 1851 and is primarily describing a situation dominated by the initial 

impact of white settlement. He criticises negative assessments of the Aboriginal people at this time, 

predicting that, given training and fair treatment, 'they will succeed in every form of education, both 

in the arts and the sciences.'324 His beliefs reflect the accounts of some early settlers in New South 

Wales, discussed by Russell, who had a fascination with the Aboriginal people with whom they came 

into contact, and a grudging respect for their skills, but inevitably dealt with them in a paternalistic 

fashion.325 In 1998, Henry Reynolds compiled a history of  white settlers who advocated on behalf of 

Aboriginal people in the early years of the Australian colonies, in what was a significant new 

direction in the historiography of colonial Australia.326 His study included a number of Western 
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Australian examples but they were individuals from the first decade of the Swan River settlement, or 

visitors to the Pilbara region in the colony's north, and therefore not Bird contemporaries. 

Penny Russell and Richard White, in History Australia, referred in 2010 to a revitalisation of colonial 

history and ‘in particular the layers of meaning and interpretation around the relationship between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.'327 This recent focus has often been on conflict, 

however, rarely deals with the Aborigines of the Southwest, and neglects the era before protection 

policy became the dominant force in terms of black/white relations.  

General texts that deal with black/white relations in Western Australia from the 1870s to 1890s have 

been predominantly concerned with the conflict in the state’s north. Crowley’s Australia’s Western 

Third, and Neville Green’s chapter in A New History of Western Australia, both deal with the brutality 

in the north that led to the establishment of the Aborigines’ Protection Board in 1886 but make only 

passing reference to the Nyungar of the Southwest at this time. Crowley describes the 'gross ill-

treatment' of Aborigines in the 1880s and the failure to prevent settler brutality, while Aborigines 

that committed relatively minor crimes were punished 'with the utmost severity'.328 Green also deals 

with the legislation from the 1880s relating to Aboriginal ‘protection’, explaining it as based on the 

belief at the time that 'the passing of the Aborigines was regarded as a foregone conclusion'.329  

Green does identify a growing ‘third society’ of mixed race people in the South West, however, and 

notes that some 'had been educated as well as most settlers and a few had taken advantage of the 

1893 Homestead Act and the 1898 Land Act to select farm land in the South West'.330 In For Their 

Own Good, Anna Haebich refers to at least 13 Aboriginal people that had been granted land title, 

and were successful farmers in the 1890s.331 Given the obvious advances in the position of 

Aborigines that this suggests, Green then explains how the increasing legislation that purported to 

protect Aborigines after this period severely disadvantaged those in the south. Haebich outlines this 

devastating impact of the Western Australian Aborigines (Protection) Acts, also recognising that they 

brought about a distinct reversal of fortunes. Describing the position of Aborigines in the South West 

in her abstract, Haebich writes that, 'At the turn of the century most were economically 

independent: living in the bush, on station land, or on their own small farming blocks they found 
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some degree of acceptance in the wider community'.332 It is this 'degree of acceptance' which has 

been seldom examined, with most works, as suggested above, dealing only with the periods before 

and after. 

The economic role of Aboriginal people is another area where this study could add to the existing 

accounts. Green has written on the employment of Aborigines in the Southwest, and Perth in 

particular, but focuses on the period before 1850.333 Burke's account of Aboriginal labour in the 

construction of bridges in the Guildford area in 1850 challenges previous interpretations that early 

attempts to employ Aborigines had been a failure, yet his work is confined to the 1850s.334 

Crawford’s history of the Southern Forests region is a rare glimpse into the period that followed. The 

source begins by describing the initial, negative impact of white settlement for the local Aboriginal 

people. The invaders were immediately in conflict with traditional owners – 'bent on imposing their 

own law.'335 Little evidence exists relating to the worst consequences of this. Crawford concludes 

that the darker side of relations with Aborigines was hidden in order to satisfy concerns of those in 

England. Success stories were more important, in this earlier period. Crawford describes, however, a 

vast improvement in relations in the second half of the nineteenth century. By this time, Aborigines 

were hired as regular and trained labourers, as farmers became able to purchase and develop 

farmland, rather than just employing shepherds in pastoralism. Despite their utility, and growing 

relations with settlers, the Aboriginal inhabitants of the Southwest were far from equal, and yet to 

be incorporated to any great degree into white society. Crawford’s description of life on the Hassell 

farm at Jerramungup illustrates both white attitudes and the cultural divide, explaining that the local 

Aborigines camped away from the homestead, and maintained their cultural practices whilst 

working on a casual basis.336 

Whether this experience was common for Aborigines in the rural Southwest, and how this situation 

developed into one where Aborigines were becoming farmers and business owners in their own 

right, is not clear in the historiography. This has been recognised as an absence in the record by 

writers such as John Host and Jill Milroy.337 It has been suggested that Aborigines in Australia, along 

with other indigenous populations under colonial rule, were not simply 'choreographed by the 
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oppressor' as early accounts would suggest, and greater attention to their lives and actions at this 

time is needed.338 Reynolds, in his 1990 study With the White People, considered the important role 

of Aboriginal people who worked with white settlers but primarily focussed on the assistance given 

to explorers, rather than business owners.339 This role, as mediators and guides for white explorers 

has more recently been examined in detail by a number of writers, and has some parallels with the 

assistance given to the Birds.340 In general, however, the employment of Aborigines on the fringes of 

settlement in Western Australia's Southwest is less evident in the record. Geoffrey Bolton’s view in 

2005 was that ‘economic historians have still to evaluate the contribution made by Aboriginal labour 

to primary production in Western Australia’. In his view, the contribution in the Southwest was 

‘more than marginal’ but not as important as in northern districts.341 Perhaps an account of the 

relationship between Aborigines and a white employer and settler on the outskirts of settlement 

could again shed light on this period in history. 

An account of each of the groups above – women, convicts and Aborigines – from Bird family 

perspectives, can provide new insights that add to discussions of their position in society, where 

histories of the elites may not. As a middle-class business owner and public servant, often operating 

far from the centres of power, Bird was at times in much more contact with these groups than a 

Governor, member of Parliament, or wealthy landowner in Perth. The marginalised themselves, 

especially in the case of Aborigines and convicts, are rarely a source of recorded historical accounts 

such as exist with the Bird family archive. In addition, Bird's most active period of public life was 

centred on the period between transportation and the gold rushes, and therefore his family archive 

helps to address the absence of sources from this period. Sources from this archive will provide 

views and observations that challenge some of the existing historical positions described above, 

while supporting others. 

Conclusion 

The aim of this first chapter has been to situate the overall study within existing imperial, Australian 

and Western Australian historiography, in order to demonstrate its value in adding to the historical 

record. The life of Francis Bird provides an example that highlights the importance of biography and 

microhistory, and how it may be used. Firstly, it offers a case study that brings into question 
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previous assumptions about colonial immigration and illuminates a period which has provided very 

few comparative examples. Secondly, it adds to Western Australian economic and architectural 

history, from a fresh perspective and in a way that also sheds light on a previously under-

researched period in the state's colonial history. This chapter has considered at length how writers 

have explained the development of architectural styles in Australia, and the influence of English 

trends. The social influence of England has also been discussed, in terms of how writers have seen 

its impact on society and class behaviour. This study will demonstrate where this influence may be 

seen, and its extent. Finally, Francis Bird's family sources afford a perspective from which 

understandings may be gained regarding the positions of women, convicts and Aborigines, and 

their relationships with others. The chapters that follow deal with each of these in turn, addressing 

areas of neglect in the historiography that have been identified here, as well as supporting some 

existing understandings and challenging others. In this last respect, this study demonstrates that a 

middle-ground position often exists between contrasting historical positions. 
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CHAPTER TWO: WILLING IMMIGRANT 
Introduction 

Francis Bird was born in 1845, the third son of a wealthy businessman and speculative builder in 

West London. After leaving school, he trained as an architect and became established in London by 

his early twenties. With his friend, Henry Hetherington, he then emigrated to Western Australia in 

1869, only returning once to London, in retirement. In this chapter, motives for this life-changing 

decision will be examined, in order to illustrate the competing explanations for colonial migration in 

the period, and challenge conclusions regarding the allure of Western Australia in the era book-

ended by transportation and gold rushes. 

Born and raised in Kensington, before moving to the family estate at Pinner in his teens, Francis Bird 

could not have been unaffected by the Great Exhibition at nearby Hyde Park in 1851.1 His father 

George was one of many financial subscribers to the project championed by the royal consort and, 

as a seven year old, he was no doubt well aware of the hoopla and excitement virtually on his 

doorstep.2 While the Exhibition captured the public imagination with its displays of industrial 

ingenuity and British economic achievement, it was as much a display of international curiosities and 

the strange and varied products and cultures of the colonial dominions. It is easy to imagine the 

wide-eyed young Francis taking in his first taste of life beyond his comfortable London existence, and 

the opportunities and experiences beckoning from the Americas or the Antipodes. 

Does this provide us with a glimpse of the first stirrings of imagination that led Francis to decide, 

eighteen years later, to give up his privileged position in England and emigrate to Western Australia? 

Alexandra Hasluck, in her examination of transportation to Western Australia, describes the convicts 

as ‘unwilling emigrants’ sent, against their will, to the remote and seemingly inhospitable western 

coast of Australia.3 Other arrivals from England, as argued by Eric Richards and H.L. Wesseling, were 

compelled by economic factors to uproot their lives. The decision of a wealthy, educated and 

professionally trained Englishman to willingly join them is not so easy to explain. Francis was not 

part of a ‘chain of migration’ that MacKenzie describes, he had no dark secret that we know of to 
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escape from – that Richards suggests motivated many of the ‘black sheep’ in well-to-do families –

and he enjoyed a financial position unlike those offered assisted passages.  

His destination, the struggling colony of Western Australia, was also an intriguing choice. While the 

transportation of convicts continued in Western Australia, it had been understood that the British 

government would provide funding to assist a similar number of free migrants. The end of 

transportation therefore created an uncertain period of immigration policy.4 During the 

transportation period, between 1850 and 1872, 9088 assisted free migrants had arrived as part of 

the agreement with the Colonial Office. Additionally, up to 1868, 1255 British migrants had arrived 

at their own expense.5 Immigration had slowed by 1881, however, to the point that native-born 

Western Australians in that year's census made up 60 per cent of the population. An overall deficit in 

migration is evident in the fact that the native-born population in the 1870s grew by 6851 but the 

overall population only increased by 4923.6 Historians such as Bolton and Crowley describe the end 

of transportation as almost the death knell for the struggling economy, and the two decades that 

followed as a time of stagnation, when the colony was in a parlous ‘Cinderella state’. Roy Lourens 

describes the colony at this time as ‘close to collapse’7, and Appleyard implies that the most 

significant aspect of the period was the gold rush that ended it.8  

Bird’s decision may be seen as evidence that contradicts this characterisation, or perhaps it was 

precisely this depressed state of affairs that captured his interest. To speculate on his motivations in 

1869 requires an examination of the broader situation in London, England, and the Empire at the 

time, as well as close analysis of his personal and family circumstances. 

Bird family oral and written histories are at best sketchy on Francis’ intentions and motivations in 

this regard but consistently refer to what could be described as a ‘happy accident’ theory. Mary 

Cowle, Bird's daughter, reflects in her memoirs the family belief that he was simply on a ‘grand tour’ 

and that the decision to stay in Western Australia, or even leave London at all, was not 

premeditated. She describes her father as being 'enchanted by Western Australia' and, in particular, 

a young Augusta Maude Earnshaw, who was to become his wife.9 Family and oral sources can be 

questioned on the grounds of accuracy, or credibility but, as suggested by Alessandro Portelli, these 

types of non-empirical sources have a 'different credibility', where errors, exaggerations and 

 
4 Vanden Driesen, Essays on immigration policy and population in Western Australia 1850-1901, p. 49. 
5 Ibid., pp. 68-70. 
6 Ibid., p. 151. 
7 Lourens, '1829-1901', p. 1. 
8 Appleyard, 'Western Australia: Economic and Demographic Growth, 1850-1914', p. 218. 
9 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. This position is also taken by his Grandson: David Fothergill Bird, Interview by 
Anthony Lunt, Albany, Western Australia, 3 January, 2014, p. 4. 
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untruths may give a valuable insight into imagination or desires that is more revealing than history 

based on documents and reasoned inferences.10 Whilst this chapter will attempt to provide a more 

empirical examination of the factors influencing Francis’ decision and draw some conclusions that 

can be seen to be supported by a considerable weight of circumstantial evidence, it may be that the 

Bird family’s romanticised version of events ultimately provides an equally likely scenario. 

Colonial Emigration and the Popular Imagination 

A first consideration in understanding Francis Bird's decision to leave England for the colonies is the 

degree to which a Londoner was even aware of, or interested in Britain's vast empire. Niall Ferguson 

questions whether the people of nineteenth century Britain themselves actually benefitted from 

their overseas empire. He suggests that, if anything, its existence was detrimental to the home 

economy, with most of the costs of imperial defence being met by British taxpayers. In Victorian 

London, however, enthusiasm for Empire was undeniable, even without logical rationalisation. 

Ferguson argues that '…imperialism didn’t have to pay to be popular. For many people it was 

sufficient that it was exciting.'11 

Colonial emigration was difficult to ignore by 1869, and while many left to seek their fortunes on the 

American continents, Australasia had increasingly been of interest since the gold rushes of the 1850s 

in the eastern colonies. 27,000 migrants chose Australia and New Zealand between 1861 and 1870 – 

second only to the United States.12 A well-informed resident of London at this time was well aware 

of the subject of emigration.  

The Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners (CLEC) were particularly active, and newspapers of 

the time regularly covered their reports and activities. In July 1869, the same month Francis boarded 

The Bridgetown for Fremantle, the Commissioners reported that they had sent out 140 persons to 

Western Australia in the previous year, and that they were surprised that 'the many wide fields open 

to colonization abroad have not tempted even a more numerous host to risk the fortunes of such 

promising enterprises.'13 

The British government had formed the commission during the late 1830s, basing it on the ideas of 

Edward Gibbon Wakefield. Emigration was seen as a solution to social problems in Britain and 

mostly sought to relocate 'paupers'. The CLEC assisted over 340000 people to emigrate, between 

1840 and 1869.14 It was predominately Australian emigrants that required assistance, given the 

 
10 Portelli, 'The peculiarities of oral history', pp. 100-101. 
11 Niall Ferguson, Empire: how Britain made the modern world, London, Penguin, 2004, p. 255. 
12 Read, England, 1868-1914: the age of urban democracy, p. 8. 
13 “Emigration”, Reynolds Newspaper, London, 11th July, 1869, p.1 
14 Richards, Britannia's children: emigration from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland since 1600, p. 138. 
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greater expense involved when compared to the Atlantic crossing. Landlords, colonial governments, 

individual philanthropists and private societies all assisted by donating funds or forming committees 

to oversee the programme. One such committee – the East End Emigration Fund – advertised its 

1869 annual conference in the West London Observer, calling for subscribers to support its activities, 

with the comment that 'affording assistance in emigration to British colonies is a satisfactory method 

of relieving the distress existing among unemployed work people and their families'.15 

Interest from those who could pay their own way to the colonies meant that competition between 

rival shipping lines, and publicity given to private emigration schemes emerged as other reasons for 

emigration to remain at the forefront of the public imagination. Despite the focus of assisted 

passage schemes and the CLEC being on potential farm labourers and the poor in general, this 

constant attention to the topic of emigration also influenced other levels of society. Success stories 

from the CLEC beguiled other Londoners, and their reports were not the only propaganda filtering 

through to the likes of Francis Bird. The business pages of the Morning Post in March, 1860, 

demonstrated that even Western Australia was not too obscure to be capturing the imaginations of 

those in London. It reported the activities of the ‘West Australian Colonisation Assurance Company’ 

which, after a ten-year delay due to the gold rushes to the Eastern colonies, was seeking investors in 

its land scheme for the West. The company would receive land in return for every emigrant it could 

attract to the colony, and then the immigrants themselves would pay for their allotment later, in a 

combination with life assurance policies. One Director, a Mr Taylor, stated that the potential 

dividend for investors would be not less than '15 to 20 per cent'.16 Safer and cheaper passage 

encouraged more to take up the opportunity of travel to Australia, and the introduction of 

American-built clippers made passenger trade on Australian routes increasingly competitive. An 

early example of the speed and popularity of these clippers was the Marco Polo, '…a three-decker of 

1625 tons which in 1852 carried 960 emigrants from Liverpool to Melbourne in 68 days.”17 Richards 

describes the constant advertising and newspaper reports of companies promoting their services or 

angling for investors as having had a significant impact on potential emigrants. In his words, the 

shipping interests were a 'dynamic force' in promoting emigration, and that their propaganda 

relating to colonies such as in Australia 'was often especially seductive to the young'.18  

The attention given to Empire was far from the sole preserve of commercial interests. John 

Mackenzie’s view that increased literacy and the rise of the popular press contributed to a jingoistic 

 
15 'Advertisements', West London Observer, 13th February, 1869. 
16 'Money Market and City News', Morning Post, 5th March 1860, p. 6. 
17 Richards, Britannia's children: emigration from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland since 1600, p. 122. 
18 Ibid., p. 129. 
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‘cult of hero’ in relation to colonial pioneers is well evident in works from Victorian England. 

Ferguson describes the iconography of Empire as 'ubiquitous' – in art, in advertising, novels, 

newspaper serials and music halls.19 He notes that '…the most devoted readers of imperialist 

literature were schoolboys… [and] the heroic archetypes of this popular imperialism…were members 

of an elite educated at Britain’s exclusive public schools.'20 Bird’s education at Crawford College at 

Maidenhead, and his brothers’ Harrow school days meant that he could not possibly have escaped 

this fascination with the exotic. 

The Great Exhibition 

Central to this depiction of and enthusiasm for empire was the international exhibition movement 

that followed the Great Exhibition in London, Bird's home. The excitement the Exhibition generated 

is clear from the statistics alone: 

On 1 May 1851 over half a million people crowded into Hyde Park, while a further 30,000 

were pressed inside the vast iron and glass building of the Crystal Palace, all hoping to 

catch a glimpse of the Queen when she came to open the Great Exhibition.21 

Paul Young describes the Great Exhibition as 'the celebration of a world super-power [in a process]… 

dubbed Anglobalisation'.22 Observers of the Great Exhibition in 1851, however, were not particularly 

impressed with the efforts of the Australian exhibitors. In his 1852 chronicle of the event, John Tallis 

reported that 'the Australian colonies had nothing very new or showy to exhibit' at the Crystal 

Palace.23  Peter Hoffenberg discusses the isolated way each of the Australian colonies prepared their 

exhibits as primarily responsible for their piecemeal approach in 1851. Individual companies and 

groups took it upon themselves to organise exhibits of raw materials or other products for which 

they were pursuing markets in Britain and Europe. In Western Australia it was organised by the 

Colonisation Assurance Corporation.24 Irrespective of the small scale of their contribution, the 

Australian colonial exhibitors were, to Hoffenberg, making an important stand for their compatriots: 

 Australian commissioners and exhibitors at the Great Exhibition faced the challenging 

task of improving their generally unfavourable collective self-image [based on 

 
19 Ferguson, Empire: how Britain made the modern world, pp. 256-7. 
20 Ibid., p. 259. 
21 May, An economic and social history of Britain, 1760-1970, p. 146. 
22 Young, 'Mission Impossible: Globalisation and the Great Exhibition ', p. 16. 
23 Peter H. Hoffenberg, 'Nothing very new or showy to exhibit?: Australia at the Great Exhibition and After', in 
Jeffrey A. Auerbach (ed.), Britain, the Empire, and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851, Farnham, Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd, 2008, p. 77. 
24 Ibid., p. 81. 
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their]…pre-industrial economy, convict origins, frontier violence and large Irish Catholic 

population.25 

Despite the low-key nature of the Australian exhibits, Hoffenberg argues that 'the Australian 

colonies were certainly not invisible at the Crystal Palace, and significant attention was paid to 

particular exhibits'.26  

Nevertheless, the relative failure to stir enthusiasm in 1851 galvanised those in the Australian 

colonies to become more ambitious and organised for future exhibitions. In the London 

International of 1862, the Australian floor space 'dwarfed what the Australians had enjoyed in 

1851'.27 The exhibits this time attracted the most attention and reviewers demonstrated a 'reversal 

of opinion about the Australian exhibits and exhibitors'.28 Newspaper reports devoted many column 

inches to them, with particular reference to Western Australia and waxed lyrical about the 

opportunities in the colony for someone of Francis Bird’s background, particularly in the mining 

industry, where minerals were crying out 'for some persons possessed of energy and capital to go to 

the country and extract them from their dark and useless depths.'29 The Bird family addresses from 

the time of Francis’s childhood formed a network of homes and businesses that surrounded Hyde 

Park, the venue for the Exhibitions. It formed an epicentre for his world and must have left a 

significant impression on the child, given that he was later to become the ‘indefatigable Secretary’ 

and a driving force behind Western Australia’s very own Exhibition in 1886.30 

An Australasian Exhibition followed in Melbourne in 1867. Although thousands of miles away from 

London, it once again attracted widespread attention in the British press and would no doubt have 

come to the attention of Francis, in the years immediately prior to him setting sail for Australia. 

Reports from this exhibition included a quote from one of the Commissioners of the Exhibition that 

would have been particularly reassuring to a man used to the comforts of London life: 

If some dire calamity – which heaven avert – should separate us from our parent 

country, we shall soon be in a position to supply ourselves with the necessaries and 

conveniences of life, as well as its luxuries and refinements.31 

 
25 Ibid., p. 83. 
26 Ibid., p. 81. 
27 Ibid., p. 86. 
28 Ibid., p. 87. 
29 'The Australian Colonies', The Morning Post, 30th October 1862, p. 2. 
30 'Opening of the West Australian Exhibition', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 3 March 1886. 
31 'The Australasian Exhibition', The Morning Post, 10th September 1867, p. 3. 
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The improvement in both quantity and quality of exhibits continued at other exhibitions, in both 

North America and Europe, being 'opportunities to announce Australia’s and each colony’s presence 

on the world stage'.32 While it is impossible to confirm that any particular account, report or 

exhibition would have come to Francis’ attention, there is little doubt that the overwhelming and 

continual media focus must have affected his attitude to emigration, and predisposed him to 

considering the Australian colonies in a favourable light. 

Chains of Migration and the Press 

Aside from the propaganda and jingoism that appealed to Britons, MacKenzie identifies ‘chains’ of 

migration33 amongst particular communities in the British Isles. He believes that the greatest 

influence on the decision to emigrate was the encouragement of family or friends that had already 

done so. This belief has been supported by Charlotte Erickson, who concluded that the majority of  

migrants within the empire in the nineteenth century 'resulted from the voluntary decisions of 

people organised chiefly at the primary group level, in family and village networks.'34 Francis Bird, 

however, was the first member of his extended family to emigrate, and there is no indication of any 

family friend or associate having done so before he made his decision in 1869. In this sense, his 

example contradicts MacKenzie’s thesis, but the chains of migration did not necessarily have to exist 

between immediate acquaintances – perhaps it was sufficient to describe London itself as the 

equivalent of a ‘village network’, especially when it came to the influence of the daily and periodical 

press. 

Prospective, self-funded emigrants were regularly informed of the fortunes of those that went 

before them; 'Emigrants themselves became propagandists for further emigration, often by the 

publication of highly selective letters home from the satisfied among them.' 35 Young and ambitious 

prospective emigrants from wealthy backgrounds, such as James Henty, appeared to be confident 

that Australia was the place to obtain a more prosperous future. He is quoted as writing to his 

brothers that investing in India could secure £400 to £500 per annum but… 

At the expiration of ten years in New South Wales I shall be much disappointed if we 

individually are not worth double that sum…and immediately we get there we shall be 

 
32 Hoffenberg, 'Nothing very new or showy to exhibit?: Australia at the Great Exhibition and After', p. 87. 
33 MacKenzie and Finaldi, European Empires and the People: Popular responses to imperialism in France, 
Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and Italy, p. 62. 
34 Erickson, Leaving England: essays on British emigration in the nineteenth century, p. 4. 
35 Richards, Britannia's children: emigration from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland since 1600, p. 133. 
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placed in the first Rank in Society, a circumstance which must not be overlooked as it will 

tend most materially to our comfort and future advantage.36 

This was a private letter, but the sentiment is evident in other, published accounts. For those in 

society who read widely and followed newspaper reports, such as Bird, these accounts would not 

have escaped their attention. One example in the London Standard in 1864, when Francis was 

twenty years of age, came from a Major Sanford, giving evidence to the Commissioners considering 

the end of transportation to Western Australia. Although ostensibly arguing the case for continuing 

to send convicts to the colony, his report was also an advertisement for Western Australia: 

West Australia is a country teeming with mineral wealth and possessing great natural 

resources…The desiderata are capital and labour. Capital would soon be found in this 

country if sufficient labour were forthcoming in the colony. The prodigality of nature can 

only be turned to profit by the hand of man. But men are wanting.37 

Another report, this time from a Times correspondent in June 1869, describes arriving in Victoria as 

'so small a change from home', pointing out that everything was English – the streets, houses, shops, 

customs and fashions. For him, proof of the widespread English 'tastes and sympathies' lay in the 

widespread availability of English newspapers and mail. Although his experience was primarily of 

Victoria, his overall opinion on Australia was clear, and particularly aimed at the wealthy emigrant, 

claiming that no other settlement in the world at the time 'presents better prospects to the 

capitalist'.38  

The press reports about emigration to Australia were not consistently positive, however, with some 

correspondents from the antipodes warning against high expectations. In 1865 the London Daily 

News published a letter from a Matthew Pentland where he describes the prospects for emigrants, 

at least initially, as being quite bleak: 

It is a bad speculation for emigrants to come out here; and to find employment, 

whenever you want it, you have to go through many an operation of hardship and 

fatigue…Those that think they will find gold strewed under their feet will be sadly taken 

in.39 

If there were still questions in the minds of Londoners, royal example may also have attracted their 

attention, with the young Prince Alfred’s visit to Western Australia in February 1869 widely 
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reported, and described by Jeremy Martens as inspiring lavish, if last-minute, celebrations.40 Word of 

these events no doubt reached royal watchers in Victorian England. A number of English newspapers 

included the Melbourne Argus report of Alfred’s stopover in Perth, which described him as being 

'received with the greatest enthusiasm'.41 His daughter’s account of Francis’ early professional life 

mentions a particular dinner held in 1869, when Francis was an ‘improver’ in the architectural firm 

of celebrated architect, Sir Ewan Christian.42 According to Mary the firm had taken over a failed 

project for a Basil Wood and Sons, in Bond Street, constructing vaults and underpinning buildings of 

an entire block, from Bond Street to Hanover Street. In gratitude for the completed work, Francis 

was invited to a dinner at which Members of Parliament, the Lord Mayor and Edward, the Prince of 

Wales, attended. Whether or not the dinner conversation included Edward discussing his brother’s 

reception in far off Perth, capturing the interest of young Bird, is not known. What is known, is that 

few in London were unaware of the activities of members of the royal household. 

Family and the Victorian Father 

An interest in, and awareness of the Australian colonies alone was not likely to have been enough 

reason for emigration. If economic factors and colonial propaganda were not sufficient inducement, 

then perhaps family dynamics were an issue. Despite the slowing growth in Britain described above, 

Jeremy Black describes the London economy in the mid-nineteenth century as being successful 

enough to beg the question why anybody with good prospects would ever leave – 'It was a magnet 

for people, a centre of political life…whose businesses were of world importance.'43 Francis was on 

the cusp of starting a potentially profitable career as an architect, having served two years under Sir 

Ewan Christian.44 John Tosh argues that, for young men, the membership of professions 'was often 

taken to confer gentlemanly status' as it was not involved in buying and selling, or dealing with the 

poorer classes.45 Recognised professions included medicine, accountancy, engineering, surveying 

and architecture – professions that had, as a requirement, an extended formal education. For 

Francis to have established himself in a profession was an achievement similar to his solicitor 

brother, even if he was not to be considered for entry into the family business. 

 
40 Martens, Government House and Western Australian Society: 1829-2010, p. 116. 
41 Amongst others: 'The Duke of Edinborough in Australia', The Hull Packet and East Riding Times, April 23rd 
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42 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
43 Jeremy Black and Donald M. MacRaild, Nineteenth-century Britain, Hampshire, Palgrave, 2003, p. 81. 
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RIBA: letter addressed to H White, 1891. 
45 Tosh, A man's place, p. 11. 
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Francis was a young man with social interests in London, who enjoyed hunting and other sports, 

such as rowing, that came with being a part of London society.46 According to his obituary, Francis 

had, by the age of 24, been a member of the first volunteer rifle regiment in London (the Victoria 

Rifles), served with his father as a governor of St. Mary's Hospital and, through his family 

membership of the Worshipful Company of Tylers and Bricklayers, been anointed a Freeman of the 

City of London.47 

 

 

Figure 1 A rowing trophy won by Francis Bird in 1868, in London, and its engraving (photo courtesy of PJ Lunt) 

These early achievements and successes may, however, have hidden a deeper sense of 

dissatisfaction. No evidence exists on this matter but an appreciation of the society in which he 

lived, and his own situation in the Bird family, provide the speculative possibilities that follow. 

Francis was the third son and fifth child of ten siblings. It is possible that he resented the greater 

opportunities afforded his elder brothers or felt constrained by his father’s intentions for him. 

Emigration may have been a chance for Francis to escape a suffocating situation and build a more 

independent future. 

John Tosh has identified four patterns of middle-class fatherhood that existed in Victorian England.48 

Firstly, the ‘absent’ father – characteristically an officer in the armed forces, or a man whose 

 
46 His daughter Mary’s memoirs mention his membership of both the Stanthorpe Hounds and the Old Berkeley 
Hunt at Cranford, Middlesex; Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
47'OBITUARY', Mount Barker and Denmark Record, 31 May 1937, p. 3; 'OBITUARY', Albany Advertiser, 31 May 
1937, p. 3. 
48 Tosh, A man's place, pp. 93-9. 
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workplace was distant from his family home – but also the general situation created when leisure 

pursuits and gentlemen’s clubs replaced family time, and wives became responsible for the 

upbringing of children and administration of the household. A second pattern is the ‘distant’ father, 

remaining aloof from his children, concerned for the masculinity of his sons and believing that 

emotional distance from parents was character-forming. The final two patterns were the extremes 

of the tyrannical, and the intimate father. The tyrannical father was typically repressive, setting 

household routines such as time for prayer, employing corporal punishment, and tightly controlling 

the household budget. The intimate father, in contrast, treated his offspring with tenderness, in an 

informal household where affection was clearly shown by the ‘daddy’ figure. 

David Roberts, based upon the memoirs of 168 early Victorians, also concludes that common 

characteristics may be discerned in Victorian fathers. These characteristics he summarises as: 

'remoteness, sovereignty, and benevolence'.49 Francis’ father George appears to have been 

benevolent in terms of financial generosity, with no indication that his family ever went without 

life’s luxuries, especially when growing up in the genteel environs of his Pinner estate. It is possible, 

however, that he may have been less generous in the attention he gave to his children, and that he 

may fit Roberts’ definition of the ‘remote father’. George Bird similarly does not appear to have 

reflected either of the extremes described by Tosh - of either a tyrannical, or an intimate father – 

but he bears much closer resemblance to the often absent, and perhaps distant Victorian father. His 

sons were sent away to exclusive boys’ schools, with only Francis not boarding50, and his business 

interests, given their scale, would have taken up much of his time throughout his life.  

Besides his extensive business interests, George was also on the board of the West London and St 

Mary’s Hospitals, and a significant figure in the Tylers and Bricklayers guild.51 It is doubtful that it 

was even possible to have been a doting father at the same time. John Tosh considers that overt 

fondness for children was also far less fashionable, even questionable, in fathers in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. There were many and varied exceptions to the rule, but Tosh describes a 

clear shift in middle-class families at this time, towards children being raised in their early years in 

nurseries, and seeing comparatively little of their fathers. This would change when they grew older, 

with more interaction, but Victorian concepts of masculinity meant that the father’s role was 

'essentially being master of one’s own house' and that authority, guidance and discipline were 

 
49 Roberts, 'The Paterfamilias of the Victorian Governing Classes', p. 59. 
50 According to Mary Cowle, (Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961.) Francis attended Crawford College, in 
Maidenhead. An alternate spelling for the name of the school, founded in 1830 by J. D. M. Pearce, is Craufurd 
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51 George Bird was Company Master twice – 1867-8 and 1871-2. Walter George Bell, A Short History of the 
Worshipful Company of Tylers and Bricklayers of the City of London, London, 2012. 
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central to this.52 Francis’ upbringing would therefore have been exceptional if it were to feature a 

close bond with his father, giving little reason for Francis to be reluctant to leave London on account 

of familial attachment in this regard. This remoteness of his father would have made it easier for 

Francis to cut his ties with the family and remain in Western Australia, even if it was not enough to 

encourage him to leave England in the first place. 

Remoteness from his father could well have been also a product of the size of the Bird family. In 

Victorian middle-class England, it was common for there to be not just large numbers of children but 

households that included extended family. Close extended families may be a benefit but also a trial, 

especially for the more independently minded. Roberts uses the example of Lord and Lady Aberdeen 

who had, between them, 120 first cousins.53 The family provided both a social circle and economic 

support network. Whilst not aristocratic, the Bird family demonstrated a similar interconnectedness. 

Francis’s grandfather and his two brothers, who had established the Bird businesses in West London, 

all had large families and many of the children worked either in their father’s business or an 

associated trade. Francis’s father George was one of fourteen children to Stephen Bird, from three 

marriages. Francis may have felt almost insignificant, especially as a third son in such a large family 

and resented the expectations it placed upon him.  

As upwardly mobile members of London society, the Birds may have felt constrained by attitudes of 

those that pigeon-holed them as ‘tradesmen’ and may have found it difficult to find suitable 

partners for marriage. This appears to have been overcome by looking inward for potential matches 

inside the extended family. Francis’s older brother Arthur married a relative of their mother, and 

Francis had both an uncle and an aunt that married first cousins – Henry and Charlotte.54 Marrying 

cousins could suggest that either their social circle was limited, or that their parents considered that 

it was best to keep the businesses and wealth within the family. It is possible that Francis felt 

emasculated by this situation too and sought an opportunity to break free from the somewhat 

incestuous Hammersmith social roundabout! Breaking free could have simply meant an extended 

period away from home. Both Mary Cowle and David Bird describe the voyage of Francis and Henry 

to Australia as part of a 'Grand Tour', and not a pre-meditated decision to leave England 

permanently. John Towner has suggested that it was not unusual for the wealthy middle classes to 

be undertaking this type of travel by the mid-1800s. Although most commonly described as a 

continental holiday for the aristocracy, Towner classifies a grand tour as any travel undertaken for 

culture, education and leisure – rather than something that could be defined by class or destination 
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– and the start of modern tourism.55 A voyage to Australia would certainly provide some distance 

from family and society, just as a voyage to France and Italy may have done, with an added touch of 

risk and adventure, compared to crossing the channel. 

Tosh describes the progression from boyhood to manhood in the Victorian era as one which was not 

considered to occur without the individual taking action to achieve it. Boys needed to cultivate 

masculinity, and the requirements included 'energy, will, straightforwardness and courage…[and 

the] key attribute of manliness – independence.'56 Francis' typhoid fever in childhood led to his 

parents schooling him closer to home, concerned about the rigours of Harrow and its likely impact 

on his more fragile constitution, which was hardly a step towards such manliness.57 Perhaps a clue to 

Francis’ more independent spirit lay in the fact that he was initially sent to train in Southampton at 

the age of 16, under a local architect, John Elliot.58 Unlike his older brothers, Francis was therefore 

separated from his family, to an extent, from an early age – a situation that Tosh would describe as 

most challenging. As the only son to be sent away from London, Francis may have harboured some 

resentment towards his father, who had kept both older sons close to him. Aristocratic 

primogeniture rules seem to have not had a major impact on George’s will, where the inheritance 

was meticulously divided equally amongst his children, but not only had Stanley been the only son 

taken into the family business, of ‘Bird and Son’, he was also named the executor in both of his 

parents’ wills, along with second eldest son, Arthur.59  

Francis may have also found it difficult to return to the family home after time spent as an 

independent gentleman. To enter into a profession carefully selected by his father and be inserted 

into a prestigious firm at age 22, whilst remaining in the family home, was hardly independent.60 

Emigration to a new colony, on the other hand, could provide an unarguable example of masculinity, 

and break the familial bonds in an unequivocal way – even if it was not intended to be a permanent 

move. Filial rebellion and quarrels between fathers and sons are something that are as evident today 
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as in Victorian times but the differences lay in the 'assertion of patriarchal authority', especially in 

choice of profession, and in the fact that sons lived at home until they married.61 Perhaps Francis 

was chafing against both restrictions - longing for an opportunity to engage in business and 

speculation rather than a profession, and to find a way to remove himself from the constraints of 

family. 

According to Tosh, however, filial rebellion was rare in Victorian England. As was the case with young 

Francis, fathers would commonly determine their sons’ income, education and training, and place of 

residence. Tosh concludes that 'middle-class youths did not lightly cast aside their financial cushion 

and peer into the abyss'.62 There is no firm evidence of a rift between Francis and his parents or 

brothers, and it is unlikely that one existed, given the financial support he received, the regular 

letters and cards that passed between them, and his 1913 visit to England – where he was received 

warmly, and was even asked to sit on the bench with his brother Arthur at the Epsom Magistrates’ 

Court.63 Francis’ daughter Mary described with particular fondness the arrival every Christmas of 

large trunks full of gifts from the Bird family in England, and wrote that when she announced her 

engagement her mother sent to England for a trousseau that would include 'a dozen pairs of gloves, 

a crate of books and a diamond and ruby brooch.'64 Mary’s recollections are reaffirmed by David 

Bird’s account of the yearly gifts from ‘home’: 

…every year they used to get large trunks…filled with all sorts of linen and crockery – all 

sorts of stuff that might be considered handy and stuff you couldn’t buy in Australia… the 

cupboard would be used as a means of getting the gear to Albany, and then…be used as 

a cupboard – it had doors and handles and so on.65 

This sort of parental concern clearly demonstrates that Francis does not fit the model suggested by 

Richards, of the dissolute ‘remittance man’, sent to the colonies by his family to make something of 

his life and perhaps avoid embarrassment for his sibling and parents. What his story does indicate, 

however, is that there were many reasons why a man in his position might seek to leave his home 

environment, rather than be forced, and that these reasons could be as much a product of the 

society he found himself in, as his economic situation. 

 
61 Tosh, A man's place, p. 102. 
62 Ibid., p. 121. 
63 Francis Bird, Letter to Mary Cowle, 3 October 1913, Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta Cowle 
(nee Bird), ACC 2981A/86. Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
64 Mary Cowle, Autobiography, 1961,  State Library of WA, ACC 815A. 
65 Bird, Interview, p. 4, 2014 
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The Romantic Possibility 

Family histories, passed down as memories and oral traditions, may further illuminate the 

motivations of young Francis. Portelli’s misgivings regarding the accuracy or credibility of oral 

testimony are supported by the numerous and conflicting recollections of Francis’s motivations 

amongst his descendants, but there is also a commonality that cannot be ignored, and glimpses of 

Portelli’s ‘insight into imagination or desires’. The calculated and personal decision implied earlier 

may well have been hidden from Francis’s family, or at least have failed to ignite a sense of 

adventure that his children were craving – resulting in a more romantic understanding of his 

decision to leave England and make Western Australia his home. Alternatively, the reasoned 

arguments, as persuasive as they seem, may only be academic assumption, and the oral accounts 

may indeed reflect a more accurate picture. 

Francis’s grandson, David Bird, when asked if his grandfather ever mentioned why he left London, 

replied: 

No…I never heard why he came to Australia, other than the fact that he said that, after 

he had finished his architectural articles his father said ‘well done son, what would you 

like to do?’ And I remember him saying that his father said, ‘would you like to travel 

somewhere’ and he said ‘Yes, I would like to travel to New Zealand’, which had also 

recently been established. He couldn’t find a ship that was going to New Zealand, so he 

said, ‘well, I’ll go to the Swan River colony’.66 

This account is supported by Mary Cowle's, in that she claimed that her father’s choice was a ‘happy 

accident’ caused by the limited availability of ships – except she wrote that the original intended 

destination was not New Zealand but the United States of America.67  Irrespective of what brought 

him to Fremantle in 1869, his decision to remain has another ‘romantic’ explanation. To daughter 

Mary, the most significant aspect of his decision to stay once he landed at Fremantle was the chance 

meeting with his wife to be, Augusta Maude Earnshaw.  

According to Mary, when Francis and his friend Henry Hetherington arrived on the Bridgetown with 

their letters of introduction, in September 1969, they were immediately invited to a local ball by a 

‘Mr Wakefield of Government House’.68 At this ball, the two newly arrived English gentlemen 

generated a great deal of excitement, particularly with the young women of the Leake and Molloy 

 
66 Ibid. 
67 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
68 Presumably Henry Wakeford, Comptroller-General of the Convict Establishment, who had been private 
secretary to Governor Arthur Kennedy 1855-62. 
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families, from the Busselton region and close friends of the Earnshaws, who were living in Fremantle 

at the time. Inevitably, Francis and the eighteen-year-old Maude were soon to meet. Their wedding 

followed early in 1871, and Francis was not to return to London for over forty years.69 

Canning district local historians, after interviewing descendants that included Francis’ son Ivan 

Marmaduke, have given their own version of events concerning the departure of Francis and his 

friend: 

They sought out a Shipping Office, and made direct enquiries about other countries – 

America, Canada, Africa, anywhere as long as it was not Europe. The Shipping Clerk 

offered the advice that “there was a place called Australia”, and “you’d never know what 

you’d strike there!” He could not have spoken a truer word…he did not tell them that the 

streets were paved with gold…or whether the people were white or black, probably he 

did not know, but his advice was good. He said you’d never know, the rest was up to you. 

In true Australian spirit, the two students decided they would give if a go and paid their 

fare.70 

What could be more enthralling for a boy to conjure a tale of ‘derring-do’ that created such an 

intrepid image of his father? In further contrast to his sister’s account, Ivan then suggests the love 

affair was not with Maude but with the land and the timber of Western Australia: 

The tall jarrahs of the forest took his breath away…he [described] them as an architect’s 

dream. England, his home country, had its oak, elms, and ash trees, but these Australian 

giants bewildered him…He must do something about it. An advertisement in the 

newspaper, by Benjamin Mason, seeking a partner to assist him with his timber 

kingdom, was the answer to his dream.71 

The differing accounts demonstrate the problems with oral history in bridging generational 

knowledge – and fail to provide a definitive answer. The assumption, however, that there was no 

calculated decision-making process, and that Frances’s arrival and decision to remain in Western 

Australia owed more to luck than careful consideration, seems unlikely given the family from which 

he came and the methodical, if at times misguided approach he was to take in his life for the next six 

decades. Francis received an upbringing from an industrious family whose wealth had been based 

 
69 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
70 Pickering Brook Heritage Group, 'Mason, Bird and Company', 2014, 
http://pickeringbrookheritagegroup.com/timbermason.html. 
71 Ibid. 
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upon a great sense of pragmatism and considered speculative decisions. It is unlikely that a decision 

to immigrate to Western Australia would have been taken lightly. 

Opportunity and Economy 

If the romanticism of empire in the popular press was not enough to sway young Francis, if there 

were no family links to Australia and no obvious disenchantment with his London life, what of the 

practicalities and the entrepreneurial opportunities? Given the level-headed and apparently quite 

hard-nosed business approach of his father, grandfather and elder brothers, to be outlined below, 

Francis would have been made well aware of the economics involved in a potential move to the 

colonies. These economic factors may be viewed as either ‘push’ factors, encouraging Francis to 

leave London and England, or ‘pull’ factors, attracting him to the colonies, and to Western Australia 

in particular. Robert Murray simplifies push factors as 'hard times', either at a local level or 

nationally, and pull factors as those such as 'booming employment, gold rushes and cheap or free 

land'. These pull factors were commonly augmented by active recruitment and subsidised fares.72 

Francis was not forced into emigration by financial pressures, nor was he of a class that would have 

received assistance to leave England. For Francis, the economics involved centred on the situation in 

Western Australia at the time and how the family business was positioned to exploit the 

opportunities it presented. 

Firstly, the immediate economic factor in any emigration was the cost of the voyage. While many 

benefitted from subsidised, or even free fares, thanks to colonial government support or 

philanthropic English societies, a man in Francis’s position was not given the benefit of assistance 

aimed at agricultural labourers and the urban poor. Sea voyages were an expensive proposition, 

especially when first class accommodation was demanded. Richards describes the costs involved in 

travelling to the Australian colonies as falling sharply in the 1850s, with one of the main factors 

being the reduction in sailing times and another the falling cost of passage.73 The 1860s saw prices 

continue to fall, with the advent of steamers providing even more competition, along with the 

opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. The combination of cheaper prices and shorter voyages made the 

prospect of travelling to Australia far more attractive to a young Londoner like Francis Bird. 

A second consideration was the economic climate in the late 1860s in England. Historians generally 

agree that this was the beginning of a period of less spectacular growth in Great Britain, even if it 

may be an exaggeration to describe the following decades as a ‘depression’. Rubinstein disputes that 

there was a significant recession in Britain, writing that its manufacturing industries 'by no means 

 
72 Murray, 'Those Who Went Across the Seas', p. 72. 
73 Richards, Britannia's children: emigration from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland since 1600, p. 122. 
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performed as badly as their critics maintain'.74 He argues that, instead of a British decline, it was 

simply a time when other countries were industrialising to match Britain – in the USA’s case, at an 

exceptional rate. Read, however, in discussing the midpoint of Victoria’s reign – 1869, describes 

confidence as weakening: 'Uncertainty was increasingly to characterise the whole period from 1868 

to the outbreak of the First World War.' Read identifies the decades following the 1870s as a ‘great 

depression’ a generation long, which threatened agriculture and industry alike.75 Whatever the 

position of the economy overall, it is clear that pauperism and declining domestic demand were 

having an impact in London. The Pall Mall Gazette reported in 1869 that London was entering a 

period of prolonged depression, particularly in the building industry: 

In every direction there are streets and squares in which the houses are only empty 

shells, and the intermediate spaces mere smouldering brickfields watched by a solitary 

workman…The increase of London has been so rapid that the builders seem to have 

thought that it could never pause or falter.76 

Francis’ father, George, had joined the thriving building business of his father, Stephen Bird, in the 

1820s. Francis’ family was part of a broader familial network of builders and brick-makers. The 

family’s fortune stemmed from the practice of establishing brickworks in the west of London and 

then, rather than the usual practice of selling the land when the clay deposits were exhausted, 

retaining the land and becoming landlords of a variety of residential developments.  

 

Figure 2 Mr Bird's House, Shepherd's Bush Road. Likely to be the home of Francis' grandfather Stephen, in 1866. 
Reproduction courtesy of the Hammersmith Local History Group 

 
74 Rubinstein, Capitalism, Culture and Decline in Britain 1750-1990, p. 6. 
75 Read, England, 1868-1914: the age of urban democracy, p. 4. 
76 'Emigration', The Pall Mall Gazette, 20th January 1869. 
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Stephen and his brothers were founder shareholders in the company formed to build the first 

Hammersmith Bridge, and built the West Middlesex Waterworks buildings, St Peter’s Chapel in St 

Peter’s Square, Holy Trinity Church in Brook Green, the adjacent churches of Turnham Green and 

Shepherd’s Bush, the first phase of the convent, Nazareth House, the first phase of Brompton 

Hospital, as well as much domestic building and infrastructure, particularly sewers.77 The family’s 

work in the development of the West London Railway also saw Stephen acquire a large share-

holding in the company, later becoming its chairman and becoming increasingly involved in railway 

affairs. At the age of 80, however, Stephen’s brickmaking business was still flourishing, and 

employed nearly 100 hands.78   

 

Figure 3 The work of Francis' grandfather, Stephen. Left: Holy Trinity Church, Brook Green. Right: Nazareth House. 
(Author's own photographs) 

Francis’ father, George, established his own firm and was responsible for much of the sewer work 

for the Commissioners of Sewers in West London. When land from the Kensington Palace estate was 

to be sold off in 1842 to create the Kensington Palace Gardens, one of London’s most expensive 

addresses to this day, the contracts for the sewers and roadway were awarded to George Bird, of 

Edgeware Road, for £4825 and £1633 respectively.79 Irrespective of how the wider economy was 

faring, the Bird empire was strong, and its future could only be described as bright. An indication of 

the financial strength of Francis’s family is his father’s will, first written in 1867, and then revised in 

 
77 Ian Hunter-Craig, The Birds, (unpublished) 2009. 
78 'The Phillimore Estate', in F. H. W. Sheppard (ed.), Survey of London: Volume 37, Northern Kensington, 
London County Council, 1973, p. 71, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/survey-london/vol37/pp58-76, (accessed 
15 July, 2015). 
79 'The Crown Estate in Kensington Palace Gardens: Historical Development', in F. H. W. Sheppard (ed.), Survey 
of London: Volume 37, Northern Kensington, London County Council, 1973, p. 154, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/survey-london/vol37/pp151-162, (accessed 13 February 2015). 
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1878.80 In an exhaustive list of his estate and what each child was to receive, there totalled 91 inner 

city properties, 48 of which were owned freehold. Francis would have been aware that he was to 

receive freehold stables, coach houses and workshops in Paddington, a property in Manchester 

Square, and three leasehold properties, also in Paddington. There was a clear sense of financial 

security, which meant he had no immediate economic need to consider leaving England. This is 

contrary to the premise of Richards and Wesseling, who both identify economic factors as critical in 

explaining middle class emigration during this period. Financial security is always subject to a host of 

potential threats, however, and irrespective of their situation at the time, the Birds were financially 

astute enough to have been conscious of the need to maintain their position into the future. 

George’s eldest son Stanley, Francis’ elder brother by nine years, joined his father in the trade and 

would later take over the business. They could be described as, for the most part, ‘speculative 

builders’.  The most profitable arm of their building interests lay in the development, tenanting and 

sale of residential properties in West London. The area of West London was developed in the 1860s, 

in particular, with a committee of large property owners establishing the City and Hammersmith 

Railway in 1864. H. J. Dyos describes the success of one such developer, Charles Henry Blake, a 

retired civil servant who raised himself from financial ruin in 1859 to establish what became known 

as the Portobello estate, worth almost half a million pounds by 1872.81 

 

Figure 4 An auction paper of an early property bought by George Bird in 1823. George's notes, and the purchase price, are 
scribbled in the margin. Document from the collection of Kensington and Chelsea Local Studies Archive, MS1993. (Author's 

own photograph) 

 
80 'Principal Registry', Fol. 701, date of Probate 26 Sept 1878, at https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/ 
81 H. J. Dyos, 'The Speculative Builders and Developers of Victorian London', Victorian Studies, Vol. 11, 1968, 
pp. 646-7. 
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The role of the ‘speculative builder’ was to find a landowner willing to sell (least likely) or lease land 

to him (the ‘London building lease’ was 99 years), and then find finance, organise building trades, 

develop roads, drains, water supply and other infrastructure, and then arrange for pubs, churches 

and other amenities to the level that would attract the best tenants. They would then build the 

houses and shops and find tenants.82 By the late 1860s, however, the Bird family may have been 

experiencing the impact of the depressed housing market described above, to the point where it 

may have seemed injudicious for Francis to remain financially dependent on this type of business. 

When he made the decision to leave, the building trade was facing some major tests, with indirect 

taxes, growing union power and high interest rates all affecting the bottom line. Dyos writes that 

builders in this period had few legal restrictions or codes to adhere to, but faced very high indirect 

taxes on building products, and were subject to the 'pervasive influence of changes in the price of 

borrowed money'.83 Interest rates peaked in the 1860s at levels previously unseen in Britain, 

reaching 10 per cent in 1866 – a point not matched again until the 1970s.84 A reticence from the 

banks in lending, or prohibitive interest rates in some cases, led to the formation of building 

societies. These societies, raising money from members and the banks, were of 'great importance' 

by the 1870s, in supporting speculative building but high lending costs remained, and demand for 

property was beginning to fall as the 1860s came to a close. 85  The result was, as Dyos concludes, a 

decline in London's housing industry of around one third by the early 1870s.86 

Another issue for builders in the second half of the nineteenth century was the growth of organised 

labour. Such was its influence that the ‘Central Association of the Master Builders of London’ was 

formed in 1872, as a defence against the growth of unions and their demands for more pay and 

shorter hours. Stanley Bird was in fact the originator of this institution, later called the London 

Master Builders’ Association.87 Less combative but responding to and, equally, indicative of growing 

union power, was another organisation, the ‘Builders’ Benevolent Institution’, which emerged from 

the earlier ‘Builders’ Society’ in the 1860s. Primarily a welfare organisation, it was not connected to 

the Master Builders and sought to combat the influence of unionism in the building trade by offering 

financial and other support for employees, engendering loyalty through acts of philanthropy.88 The 

Bird family had benefitted from cheap labour for many years in their brickworks and construction 

 
82 Ibid., p. 644. 
83 Ibid., p. 677. 
84 'Interest rates in the UK since 1694', The Guardian, 2011. 
85 Dyos, 'The Speculative Builders and Developers of Victorian London', p. 665. 
86 Ibid., p. 654. 
87 Stanley’s involvement in many such organisations is detailed in his 1904 Obituary – a newspaper clipping in 
the collection of Wendy Hackett, Nedlands, Western Australia. 
88 Dyos, 'The Speculative Builders and Developers of Victorian London', pp. 652-3. 
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businesses and increasing unionism, along with legislative protection for workers would no doubt 

have been affecting the ‘bottom line’ of their various business concerns  by the 1860s. 

If the opportunities for speculation were growing more limited in London, it is highly probable that 

the Bird family were increasingly aware of possibilities elsewhere – the emigration ‘pull’ factor. With 

British emigration outstripping immigration from the 1870s through to WW1, Jeremy Black describes 

the English-speaking colonies as presenting '…a magnetic attraction to Britons in search of better 

lives.'89 Given the architectural and engineering side of Francis’ architectural training, and the 

experience in the family of developing infrastructure and building, the family must have noted with 

interest the reports emanating from Western Australia.  There was clearly opportunities in resources 

development, particularly in the timber industry, for men with capital. A newspaper report of the 

Western Australian display at the 1862 Exhibition described the potential resources as asking 'as 

plainly as though they had tongues to speak, for some persons possessed of energy and capital to go 

to the country and extract them.'90 

The possibilities of Jarrah timber were lauded regularly in the British press. The London Standard 

reported in 1864, as Francis was just coming to adulthood, that Jarrah timber had almost limitless 

potential: 

In the south there are forests of great extent abounding with the Jarrah tree, which 

possesses the valuable property of resisting the attacks both of the seaworm and the 

white ant, which are so destructive of every other kind of timber in these latitudes. This 

quality gives it a ready market both in India and Australia, and makes it especially useful 

for ship timber and railway sleepers, and as it may be obtained in almost unlimited 

quantities, and shipped at a moderate cost, there is every reason to suppose that it 

might become a most important branch of commerce.91 

Good quality timber was highly important to the Bird family enterprises. Francis’ cousin, William Bird 

was particularly known for his timber construction and clearly marked his timbers.  

 
89 Black and MacRaild, Nineteenth-century Britain, p. 58. 
90 'The Australian Colonies', The Morning Post, 30th October, 1862. 
91 'Editorial', London Standard, 19th January, 1864. 
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Figure 5 A jarrah block on display at the Hammersmith and Fulham Local Studies and Archives. (Author's own photograph) 

Such was the importance of timber that Francis’ youngest brother, Charles, was established at the 

tender age of 22 as a timber merchant operating out of the South Wharf of the Paddington canal-

way, no doubt with the financial support of his father and older brothers. His firm ran until his 

premature death in 1905, and was described in his obituary as having been a 'large and important 

business'.92 Francis' grand-daughter, Wendy Lu Hackett, recalls her grandfather saying that his 

English family were dependent on continental Baltic Pine, and that its limited supply was one reason 

for their interest in Western Australian timbers.93 When word came to London in 1869 that a timber 

contract of significant size between Western Australia and India had failed due largely to insufficient 

capital and expertise, it would not have escaped the attention of the Bird family. The prospective 

deal had garnered column inches in the London press, with newspapers such as the London Evening 

Standard extolling the virtues of the arrangement in May: 

 

Figure 6 A description of jarrah timber from the London Evening Standard.94 

 Battye and Appleyard have both drawn attention to this contract, commenting that the order for 

£100,000 worth of Jarrah could have provided an immense boost to the struggling colonial economy, 

dwarfing the total value of timber exports at the time (of just over £14,000 in 1869), and that it 

 
92 A newspaper clipping in the collection of Wendy Hackett, Nedlands, Western Australia. 
93 Wendy-Lu Hackett, Interview by Anthony Lunt, Perth, Western Australia, 31 May, 2014. 
94 'Musical, Literary, Theatrical, Fine Arts, and Scientific Jottings', London Evening Standard, 22nd May 1869, p. 
4. 
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failed primarily due to inadequate transport infrastructure.95 In June, Perth newspapers were 

reflecting the popular disappointment that the Indian contracts had largely been taken up by those 

in Victoria, with a writer stating that it was 'certainly to be regretted that we have not means and 

appliances to supply these demands.'96 By July, Francis had left for Fremantle.  

With the family’s experience in infrastructure projects, railway development and the timber trade, 

they were ideally placed to exploit such a promising embryonic market. The possibilities of the 

Western Australian timber industry were certainly on his mind when Francis toured both the 

southwest milling operations in 1870, staying at the Earnshaw's hotel in Busselton, and the Perth 

hills, where he met with the saw miller, Benjamin Mason.97 

Conclusion 

Francis Bird viewed Western Australia in the 1860s differently to how it has been described in the 

key works of the twentieth century and after. A period in Western Australia glossed over and 

described by Appleyard as ‘slow’ and ‘uninspiring’, and by Louren as ‘close to collapse’ was to the 

entrepreneurial Bird family a potential land of promise. Francis was to view the vast forests and 

untapped markets of Western Australia as an opportunity for significant development, and not the 

‘modest achievement’ suggested by Bolton. In the end, Francis’s first ten years in the colony 

reinforces Bolton’s assessment, that many colonists were ‘over-hopeful’, but his decision to sail to 

Fremantle, and then remain, certainly appears to refute the belief that, after the end of the convict 

system, Western Australia had little to offer potential immigrants. What it offered may have not 

appealed to many but it appears to have been precisely what Francis was looking for, in many 

different respects. His story demonstrates that, for the right immigrant, Western Australia offered as 

much opportunity as any other destination in the Empire, for the same reasons that others were 

avoiding it – its untamed wilderness, inadequate capital and infrastructure, and relatively limited 

social and political development. For a man born into business and speculation, with expertise and 

capital, it was an ideal choice. 

     Similarly, the emphasis in the literature on economic distress and assisted passages, family ties, or 

social embarrassment as reasons for colonial emigration from England in the nineteenth century 

does not always provide the answer. Significant exceptions existed. It is likely that decisions made on 

 
95 Appleyard, 'Western Australia: Economic and Demographic Growth, 1850-1914', p. 218; Battye, Western 
Australia: a history from its discovery to the inauguration of the Commonwealth, p. 298. 
96 'The Timber Trade', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 9 June 1869. 
97 Hackett, Interview, 2014 In letters from the Colonial Secretary's Office, Mason had been replaced with 
Mason, Bird & Co. by December, 1870: Colonial Secretary's Office, Letter to Messrs. Mason, Bird and Co., 22 
December 1870, State Records Office of Western Australia, CSO Vol. 50, No.729. 
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emigration from England were, in actuality, very rarely easily explained by simple economic or social 

necessity. 

     In the absence of documentary evidence that could provide more insight, one can only speculate 

upon the exact motivations for Francis Bird’s decisions. It seems likely that he would have been 

affected to some degree by the popular press and general enthusiasm for empire, and a distant 

relationship with his father. His actions also seem to reflect a desire for a Victorian, middle-class 

male to establish his masculinity through independent action. In Bird’s case, however, the 

complexity of the reasons for his emigration does not preclude the conclusion that family expertise 

in the building trades, and a background in entrepreneurial risk-taking, were crucial to his decision-

making. 
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CHAPTER THREE: BOOM TO BUST 
Introduction 

When Francis Bird walked out of the Western Australian Supreme Court in 1883, unable to repay 

more than two shillings in the pound to his numerous creditors, he would have appeared a broken 

man. Forced to abandon his enclave on the Canning River where he had built one of the few 

architect-built homes in the colony and brought up his first four children, Bird was to suffer the 

ignominy of rented accommodation and being forced to tout for work alongside the tradesmen of 

Perth. Only 13 years earlier he had arrived swathed in the finery of family wealth and material 

opulence, extolled as a potential saviour of the colonial economy.1  

Bird’s life, an archetypal ‘boom to bust’ story with many chapters, captures the nature of colonial 

entrepreneurialism in Victorian times. Historians, most recently David Gilchrist, may easily dismiss 

the decades between convicts and gold in Western Australian history but opportunity existed, and 

significant progress was made.2 Bird’s struggles in Western Australia demonstrate the colony's 

severe handicaps in terms of its isolation, population and insufficient infrastructure, but his 

experiences demonstrate that personal good fortune and good judgement may often be more 

important than these external factors as the determinants of eventual success. Finally, in the impact 

he had in the timber industry in particular, they also shed light on the invaluable contribution made 

by early business endeavours to future economic development. 

The Early Timber Industry of Western Australia 

A small timber industry had appeared almost immediately after James Stirling founded the Swan 

River Colony in 1829. Focussed on the domestic market, the early timber fellers and sawyers 

exploited stands of tuart, red gum (marri) and jarrah in and around Perth and Fremantle. As the 

colony grew, the timber industry moved into the foothills of the Darling Ranges, and the 

predominately jarrah forests. Jarrah timber, mostly known as Swan River mahogany until 3, was 

almost immediately recognised as the most superior timber, given its resistance to rot and termites, 

its ready availability and considerable log lengths, and its aesthetic qualities as a cabinet timber. The 

possibility of jarrah in terms of an export industry excited many Western Australian identities, but it 

 
1 The array of luxury goods that Francis Bird brought to Western Australia are outlined in Chapter Five. An 
indication of the excitement in the colony generated by his timber investment is clear from the newspaper 
articles of the time, such as: 'Opening of Messrs. Mason, Bird & Co.'s Tramway', Inquirer and Commercial 
News, 14 February 1872, p. 3. 
2 As explained in Chapter One, p31. Gilchrist, Imperial Theory and Colonial Pragmatism: Charles Harper, 
Economic Development and Agricultural Co-Operation in Australia. 
3 W. C. Thomas, 'The Timber Industry in W.A.', Journal And Proceedings of the Western Australian Historical 
Society, Vol. 1, 1929, p. 32. 
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was almost two decades before moves were made to explore overseas markets and develop more 

sophisticated milling operations. According to W.B. Kimberley, the first attempt to bring together 

capital for a timber export business floundered in 1844, before a Mr A. Stone sent a selection of 

Western Australian timbers to London and had them made up into ‘cabinets, cases and other 

contrivances’. This was followed by a small shipment to London, selling at £10 a ton.4 

The dream of the early settlers was an export industry based around the supply of timber to the 

British Admiralty for ship-building. John Robertson writes that, ‘Some people were optimistic about 

the chances of beginning a trade in timber. The colony, it was said, was one immense forest, with 

enough timber to supply the British navy for ages.’5 Unfortunately for the colony, the British navy 

decided against the use of jarrah for their ships, which must have dealt a significant blow to the 

aspirations of those in the colony who dreamed of an Imperial dockyard in Western Australia, 

delivering capital, labour and infrastructure to a colony desperate for all three. An interesting 

account of the reasoning appears in the proceedings of an 1860 Select Committee on the Navy in the 

British House of Commons, however, where a statement was made regarding jarrah from Western 

Australia by a representative of the Admiralty that ‘if the colonists would bring it into England in 

large quantities, we would receive as much as they would choose to give us…If you can do anything 

to promote the importation of it, you will do us good service.’6 From this it appears that, in an early 

indication of future problems, the impediment to an export industry was not the existence of willing 

markets but more the inability of local suppliers to provide the timber in the quantities required and 

at a competitive price. 

Attention then turned to alternative markets for the industry. Mauritius provided early indications of 

being a potential destination, and was easily the most convenient, but could never be relied upon 

for future growth or consistency of demand in the long term. The Colonial Secretary’s reports to 

London have Mauritius as the main destination for Western Australian timber at times during the 

1860s, but never receiving more than 1000 loads in a year.7 Ceylon was another market, with Henry 

 
4 Kimberly, History of West Australia: a narrative of her past together with biographies of her leading men, p. 
132. 
5 Robertson, 'A history of the timber industry of Western Australia', p. 3. 
6Report from the Select Committee on Navy (Gun and Mortar Boats), House of Commons Papers, 1860, 
London,  https://parlipapers-proquest-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1860-
036021?accountid=14681, 
 p. 66. 
7 Statistical tables relating to the colonial and other possessions of the United Kingdom, House of Commons, 
1857-1867, London,  https://parlipapers-proquest-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/. 
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Yelverton shipping his first export loads there in 1860.8 The main hope, however, was India. 

Governor Irwin was the first to officially laud the potential Indian market for Jarrah: 

…this timber, so well known to the settlers for many years, appears at last to attract 

attention abroad, and will no doubt eventually prove of great service in promoting the 

progress of this colony. Nothing could tend more to this than the opening up of a regular 

communication with India.9 

In what must have been a disappointment to many, time and again orders remained unfilled, and 

companies formed to supply the Indian market were to prove short-lived. In what was a boom year 

for jarrah exports, in 1865 almost three thousand loads were loaded in Western Australian ports, 

bound for the East Indian Railways alone, but this was well above the average.10 Ultimately, it may 

have been the large, unfulfilled 1869 contract discussed in Chapter Two which contributed to the 

decision of Francis Bird to set out from Fremantle and make the decision to invest in Benjamin 

Mason’s sawmilling business in the Darling Ranges. 

Benjamin Mason had been a successful Perth businessman before moving into saw milling in the 

Darling Ranges in 1864, when he was given his first timber concession of one square mile on the 

Bickley Brook.11 By 1866 he was, according to The Inquirer, ‘taking effectual means of extending 

operations having already commenced making the necessary machinery for the [steam] saw mill…he 

intends erecting at his station.’12 In 1868 he entered into a contract to supply 100,000 railway 

sleepers to a Mr Acland of Calcutta but was beset with difficulties and debt, managing only 50,000 

and losing future contracts to Victorian saw millers. The Inquirer reflected widespread 

disappointment in the failure, writing that it was ‘to be regretted that we have not means and 

appliances to supply these demands’.13 The arrival of Francis Bird and his friend Henry Hetherington 

in Fremantle in 1869, and their subsequent investment in Mason, Bird and Co., was therefore a 

lifeline for Mason and encouraged further expansion, especially at Canning Landing, from where the 

carted timber was loaded on to barges and sent down river to Fremantle.  

 
8 Adrian Gunzburg, Rails Through the Bush: Timber and Firewood Tramways and Railway Contractors of 
Western Australia, Perth, WA, Light Railway Research Society of Australia, 1997, p. 13. 
9 Governor F. C. Irwin, Reports made for the year 1847 to the Secretary of State having the Department of the 
Colonies, House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1848, London,  https://parlipapers-proquest-
com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/parlipapers/docview/t70.d75.1847-025206?accountid=14681, 
 p. 239. 
10 Statistical tables relating to the colonial and other possessions of the United Kingdom. 
11 Gunzburg, Rails Through the Bush: Timber and Firewood Tramways and Railway Contractors of Western 
Australia, p. 69. 
12 'Timber Trade', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 24 January 1866. 
13 'The Timber Trade', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 9 June, 1869. 
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‘Boom’ Years: the rise of Mason, Bird and Co. 

Bird’s role in this early timber company and, therefore, in the development of the still fledgling 

colonial economy, had many facets. The personal resources that he brought to Western Australia 

went beyond simply a supply of London finance. In kick-starting the timber industry in Western 

Australia, Bird meets Max Hartwell and Jaqui Lane’s definition of a successful entrepreneur: 

someone who ‘…combines the willingness to take risks, the ability to innovate and the skill to 

manage…’14 The possibilities of jarrah timber were well known to all in the colony and beyond but 

exploiting the resource in such a small and isolated location involved considerable risk, and required 

the development of a consistent market. For at least the next seven years, Bird was able to provide 

firstly the innovation, and then the coordination and other skills required to turn around Mason’s 

misfortune and provide the impetus for one of the leading Western Australian industries over the 

ensuing decades. 

As explained in Chapter One, Bruin and Dupuis describe various types of entrepreneurial capital. 

Besides financial and physical capital, an entrepreneur may also provide ‘human capital’, such as 

their particular skills, experience and reputation, and ‘social capital’, which includes relationships 

and networks important to the success of an enterprise.15 When these categories are combined, in 

an entrepreneur able to provide most, or all of them, success follows. Benjamin Mason provided 

much of the facilities and equipment needed for the cutting and milling of timber, and had 

established many of the structures and routines of the enterprise, but it was to be Bird, and to a 

lesser extent Hetherington, who provided the other essential entrepreneurial capital after his arrival 

in 1870. 

In terms of the financial capital invested by Bird and Hetherington, the initial outlay has been 

estimated at around £20,000. Bird himself, in correspondence with Governor Weld in 1870, puts his 

initial investment in engines, buildings and transport as £10,000.16 This was no inconsiderable sum 

for the time, however, with Western Australia’s total timber exports for that year totalling only £17 

 
14 Hartwell and Lane, Champions of enterprise: Australian entrepreneurship 1788-1990, p. 15. 
15 De Bruin and Dupuis, Entrepreneurship: new perspectives in a global age, pp. 59-60. 
16 Francis Bird, Letter to Governor Weld, Perth, December 16th 1870, State Records Office of Western 
Australia, CSO Cons 36. Historical sources vary on the actual figure invested with amounts suggested ranging 
from £25000, to £40000, and as high as £140,000. This last sum seems obviously to be a misreading of a later 
proposal to the government, where the total value of works was being represented, rather than the funds 
contributed by Bird, and comes from M. R. H. Southcombe, Steam in the Forests, 2nd edn., Perth, WA, 
Hesperian, 2006.  Family and local history sources, such as the Canning Districts Historical Society, provide the 
other estimations. The lower figures appear more likely, given an analysis of Bird’s family finances.  
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600. Over the course of the decade this investment would continue to grow, much to the chagrin of 

his friend Hetherington, from whom Bird split in 1873.17  

Bird also lent considerable expertise to the company. His ‘human capital’ included training in 

architecture, knowledge of infrastructure development garnered from his family of developers and 

his father’s interests in both the West London and East Indian Railways, and more than a passing 

familiarity with business operations. Significantly, his early training had begun under John Elliott, of 

Southampton, who was a noted surveyor and civil engineer as well as architect.18 The arrival of Bird 

saw the company almost immediately put a proposal to the Colonial Government to build a timber 

rail line from the scarp to Canning Landing, in return for a generous land grant and timber 

concession. This was soon followed by an expanded proposal seeking further grants to help fund the 

construction of a rail link with Fremantle, valued at £140,000.19 While the first was granted, the 

second was rejected by the Colonial Secretary in London, despite support from the Legislative 

Council in Perth. The timber railway was completed, and opened by Governor Weld himself at a gala 

day in 1872. It consisted of timber rails at a width of three feet, carrying horse-drawn timber wagons 

that were controlled by a brakeman so that the heavy loads didn’t overcome the horses on the 

downward journey.20 The route had the capacity to be quite treacherous and a minor ‘incident’ even 

occurred during Weld’s ceremonial jaunt down the line. Unperturbed, the official party carried on, 

and newspapers recorded the Governor as stating that the timber industry ‘would now be 

conducted with renewed vigour and increased prosperity’ and that timber was becoming 

‘undoubtedly one of the most valuable resources of the country’.21 

Thereafter followed a period of consolidation for the company, working as one of three main timber 

companies in the early 1870s – the others being the Jarrahdale mills, which became the Rockingham 

and Jarrahdale Timber Company, and the Western Australia Timber Company, operating from 

Wonnerup (Lockeville), on Geographe Bay. Whereas previously the Colony had not exported more 

than 4000 loads of timber in any given year, in 1870 over 3000 loads were exported to Calcutta 

alone. The value of timber exports in 1872 had fallen to £2590 but, with Bird’s injection of funds and 

expertise a key factor, this grew to £24 192 in 1874.   

 
17 Notice of the split was advertised in the press: 'Classified Advertising', The Perth Gazette and West 
Australian Times, 27 June 1873. 
18 Elliott’s early work was based in Chichester, and included surveying for enclosures. John Elliott, Sotonopedia. 
19Francis Bird, Letter to Sir Frederick Barlee, Colonial Secretary, Perth, December 1870, State Records Office of 
Western Australia, CSO Cons 36.  
20 Diagrams, photographs and an explanation of this timber railway can be found at the website of the 
Pickering Brook Heritage Group, Mason, Bird and Company. pps 12-16 
21 'OPENING OF MESSRS. MASON, BIRD, &amp; CO&#39;S TRAMWAY.', Inquirer and Commercial News, 14 
February, 1872. 
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In this period Francis Bird also brought the third type of capital – social capital. His background, 

education and English breeding brought almost instant respect in powerful circles. On reasonably 

close terms with Governor Weld, Francis also had close relationships with the Shentons, Parkers, 

Wittenooms, Mitchells and Lee Steeres and, through his wife, the Leakes, Molloys and Forrests.22 

The result was that lines of credit, political influence and positions of responsibility vital for the 

success of the remote timber venture came easily to him, where Mason had found obstacles. One 

account of Bird’s life describes the significance of this early impact: 

 In less than two years, he went into partnership with Benjamin Mason; bought 578 acres 

on the Canning; married and built his home ‘Woodloes’; was the architect and prime 

mover for the colony’s second railway line…and finally was the first Chairman of the 

newly-established Canning Roads Board: all before he was 30 years of age.23 

Bird was elected Chairman of the Canning Roads Board in February 1871, replacing prominent West 

Australian, Samuel Hamersley, despite being only 26 years old. The roads constructed by the Board 

would have certainly contributed to the success of his company.24 Bird was also appointed Registrar 

at Canning, from 1872-1879, providing services to the timber community that otherwise would have 

caused many employees to travel into Perth, and often also conducted church services, including 

funerals.25 All mail for the mills travelled via Canning Landing, it was a stop off point on the road to 

Albany, and reputedly a key office in the management of convict ticket-of-leavers. As such, it was for 

many years ‘the principal home in Cannington, acting as Post Office and District Registry Office.’26 

According to historian John Slee, in 1865 Mason’s timber business employed a total workforce of 

138 men, all housed in some form, with their wives and 83 children. The population of the whole of 

Western Australia at the time was only 20 260. Ten years later the Mason/Bird community 

numbered almost 200 men, and therefore employed around one percent of the colony’s 

population.27 Mason, Bird and Co. were also significant employers of convicts with a ticket-of-leave, 

 
22 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961; Bird, Interview, 2014 
23 The restoration and establishment of Woodloes Homestead as the Canning Folk Museum: A submission to 
the Hon. Minister for Urban and Regional Development, Mr T. Uren, for financial assistance from the 
Government of Australia., Perth, WA, Canning Districts Historical Society, 1974, pp.3-4. 
24 Numerous newspaper advertisements and articles from this period refer to Bird’s role. He was first 
mentioned as Chair in 1871: 'Advertising', Inquirer and Commercial News, 29 March 1871, p. 3. 
25 References to Bird’s community roles are contained in an amateur history of the Canning district by Charles 
McIntosh, whose father worked at the Canning mills from the 1870s. Charles J. McIntosh, A History of the 
Canning, Perth, Western Australia, Canning Districts Historical Society, 1961. 
26 The restoration and establishment of Woodloes Homestead, pp.3-4. 
27 John Slee, Kalamunda, the first 75 years: a short history, Kalamunda, WA, Kalamunda Shire Council, 1973, p. 
7. 
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with over one hundred engaged during the 1870s.28 When Bird’s tramway opened, timber was 

Western Australia’s sixth biggest export, generating £2590. Six years later, it was second only to 

wool and worth £63,902. From Slee's 1970s viewpoint, ‘seen in its proper context, the ‘failure’ of 

[Mason, Bird and Co.] was as important to the state then as the success of Hamersley Iron is now.’29 

By the end of 1877, financial and other problems undermining the timber industry in Western 

Australia were becoming more apparent to those involved but the mood in the community could not 

have been more buoyant. The Inquirer describes the increased trade with South Australia and India 

at the time as a 'boon' for a trade 'likely to enjoy a permanent revival.'30 

 

Figure 7 From The Inquirer, 12 December, 1877 

Bird’s impact on the timber industry appears to fit the ‘Modern Theory of Entrepreneurship' – as 

discussed by Hartwell and Lane and mentioned in Chapter One – where the role of the entrepreneur 

is as ‘organiser of production’. In taking on the challenge of the Canning timber mills, Bird certainly 

saw a clear opportunity to utilise his skills in leading and organising those around him. Perhaps his 

most significant flaw, however, was in his judgement of the risks involved. 

Bust: the decline of Mason, Bird and Co. 

The expense involved in meeting orders meant that increased exports did not always translate into 

profits. While Bird initially injected capital from his own funds, he later became more dependent on 

borrowed money to keep the company solvent. An indicative record of the downward spiral of debt 

 
28 Employers of Ticket of Leave Men, 1850-1890, Western Australian Geneological Society, WABI Indexes, 
microfilm reels 3&4 (Private Archives - yellow labelled drawer in microfilm room, Battye Library), 1980s. 
29 Slee, Kalamunda, the first 75 years: a short history, p. 8. 
30 'Editorial', Inquirer and Commercial News, 12 December 1877, p. 2. 
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and other difficulties facing Mason, Bird and Co. in the 1870s is the minutes of board meetings of the 

Western Australia Bank. These weekly meetings, attended by Messrs. Hillman, Shenton, Carr and 

others, and presided over by George Leake, dealt summarily with applications for overdrafts and 

other matters. The earliest appearance of Mason, Bird and Co. in these records is an application for 

an overdraft of £800 to cover ‘cheques’, followed by an application to extend this sum to £950, to be 

paid on the departure of The Queen of the South, laden with jarrah on her way to India. Both were 

granted immediately. This began a series of regular loans pending the departure of various 

shipments, and often with a security of stores of timber lying at Fremantle or elsewhere. The 

importance of Bird’s background is evident in one such application, which was granted on the 

condition that a certain amount was soon to be paid to the bank by ‘Bird’s father’. In 1877 the line of 

credit began to dry up. In May, the board resolved that Mason, Bird and Co. be ‘written to’ with 

regards their debt, and a week later an application by Bird, personally, for a £500 overdraft on the 

security of plant and equipment, was declined. 31 

In November of that year, Bird applied for an extension to his personal overdraft facility, based on 

his father’s surety and first charge on his Canning property, and was declined again, with the bank 

claiming that such surety was not legal. It was clear from this that Mason and Bird had parted ways, 

financially. In a final move, that heralded the ultimate end to the business, an application for £1500 

on the 24th of May, 1878, was once again refused. 

The official split with Mason was announced in May, 1879.32 Mason had lost his property portfolio in 

Perth and later took up a position in the Public Works Department.33 Bird’s bankruptcy was made 

official in 1883, when the Supreme Court announced that he would only be able to pay two shillings 

to the pound on just over £2000 of debts.34 

For some writers, men such as Bird are integral to the economic history of a place. Bird’s success as 

an entrepreneur, however, was not only dependent on his own talents and decisions. For Bruin and 

Dupuis, defining an ‘entrepreneur’ and judging their impact is always dependent on the environment 

 
31 These decisions, and those that follow, are recorded in the Records, 1841-1947 [manuscript], Western 
Australian Bank,  State Library of Western Australia, ACC 5886A. 
32 'Vessels in Harbour', Herald, 13 September 1879, p. 2. 
33 Claims that it was Bird that left, not Mason, are erroneous, with Bird being the one to advertise, fruitlessly, 
the mills, landing and timber concession for sale in 1879. The announcement was made by George Leake in 
1878, and subsequently advertised in the press: 'To Capitalists', The Herald, 11 January 1879. Contrary to the 
assertions of Canning district historians, Carden and McIntosh, the announcement makes it clear that it was 
Bird that was left with the property and business from this time, not Mason. With no buyers forthcoming, the 
property passed to Joseph Shaw, a business associate of Bird, in 1882, before being broken up. 
34 The Matter of Francis Bird, Architect, Supreme Court, Perth, WA, 1 May, 1883, State Records Office of 
Western Australia, AU WA S54- cons3431 026. 
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in which they act.35 They are ‘embedded’ in their social, political and economic context. In this sense, 

the place is integral to the enterprise. For Bird, this was colonial Western Australia in the 1870s. 

What were the features of this context that contributed to his ultimate failure, and how important 

were his own shortcomings and misplaced optimism in bringing about his downfall? 

The Imperial Context  

The international situation in the 1870s did not provide an economic backdrop that was particularly 

conducive to a new export-based enterprise in Western Australia but it was not a significant factor in 

Bird’s commercial failure, with plenty of encouraging prospects in terms of potential markets. It has 

been argued that the perceived sluggishness in the British economy at this time has been over-

played and could only be considered to be struggling when compared with the rapid growth 

occurring in the United States and Germany, who were finally moving to emulate the success of the 

British in the previous decades. Nevertheless, economic historians have described a ‘recession’ 

across the wider British Empire from about 1873.36 Such a recession could not have helped Bird’s 

efforts to find a consistent British market for his timber, and in the 1870s Britain was an irregular 

market, far behind New Zealand, India, Mauritius and the eastern colonies in terms of a destination 

for Western Australian timber.37  

Governor Weld, and others in Western Australia, saw far greater promise in Indian and South 

Australian markets, in particular, than Britain. Both were more favourable in their proximity, and 

experiencing somewhat of a boom. Although the eastern colonies already had access to their own 

timber forests, and tended to resist inter-colonial imports under protectionist ideologies, it could 

only have been useful to Mason and Bird that they were experiencing what Stuart Macintyre 

describes as ‘an epoch of rising prosperity’.38 Crowley writes of 1870 -1890 in the eastern colonies of 

Australia as a time of ‘rapid growth’, but that South Australia ‘saw the most spectacular 

advance…and the most disastrous retreat.’ The strength of South Australia’s economy in the earlier 

part of this period is evident in that in the 1860s the colony ‘grew half of Australia’s wheat and 

exported to all the eastern colonies’, and replaced Cornwall ‘…as the busiest copper region in the 

British Empire.’39 Throughout the 1870s, before its economy nose-dived in the following decade, 

South Australia was to figure regularly as the largest importer of Western Australia's jarrah. 

 
35 De Bruin and Dupuis, Entrepreneurship: new perspectives in a global age, p. 1. 
36 Norman McCord, British history, 1815-1906, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 330. 
37 Blue Books: Official Returns of the Colonial Secretary's Office, Perth, Government Printer, 1871-1906, 
Available from: Battye Library. 
38 S. MacIntyre, and S. Scalmer, 'Colonial states and civil society, 1860-1890', in A. Bashford and S. MacIntyre 
(ed.), The Cambridge History of Australia, Port Melbourne, Cambridge University Press, 2013, Vol. 1, p. 190. 
39 Crowley, A New History of Australia, p. 170 & 176. 
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Indian prospects were also strong in the period, with the expansion of railways creating a strong 

demand for timber sleepers. Governor Weld was a particular advocate of the possibilities of Indian 

trade, and in beseeching the Under Secretary for the Colonies for more support in Western Australia 

in 1869, wrote that there was almost no limit to its potential: 

I tell you frankly that the fate of the colony depends upon its getting an export at once. 

Here we have one. India alone will take 500,000 sleepers a year of our timber – this I 

have on high Indian-Railway authority. The other colonies will also take a large quantity, 

and our supply is equal to any demands upon it.40 

India and South Australia were to prove to be the mainstays of Bird’s market for Jarrah but he was 

never able to reach the output that could satisfy the demand that Weld envisioned. The domestic 

Western Australian economic situation would prove far more problematic than the international. 

The Western Australian Context 

A market was one thing, a strong enough local economy to satisfy it was another. Weld himself has 

been credited with much of the improvement that occurred in the colony’s economic situation in the 

1870s but there is little doubt that when he arrived as Governor – the same year that Bird arrived – 

Western Australia was struggling, as reinforced by a later reflection of Sir Thomas Cockburn-

Campbell, President of the Legislative Council: 

To say that Sir Frederick Weld first woke Western Australia from political slumber, from 

the state of torpor to which Imperial pap-feeding, isolation, and energy-numbing 

influence had reduced her, is hardly an exaggeration.41 

The consensus amongst historians regarding the Western Australian economic environment into 

which Francis Bird arrived in 1869, is that it was a particularly difficult time. In comparison to the 

experience of other penal settlements in the Australian colonies, what modest gains that had 

occurred during the years of convict transportation had done little to attract further capital or 

population growth. In fact, the decision to stop transportation caused considerable concern to 

economic interests in the colony. Comparisons of per capita gross domestic product in the 1860s 

puts Western Australia well behind Victoria (still showing the effects of its gold rush), New South 

Wales, and even South Australia – despite its brief history.42 Immigration figures paint a bleak 

picture. In 1873, departures outnumbered arrivals by 354 individuals, with only natural increase due 

 
40 Lady Alice Lovat, The Life of Sir Frederick Weld, London, John Murray, 1914, p. 158. 
41 Ibid., p. 230. 
42 Frank Neri, 'The Economic Performance of the States and Territories of Australia: 1861-1992', The Economic 
Record, Vol. 74, issue 225, June, 1998, p. 107. 



121 
 

to births keeping the population growing. Exports did not surpass imports in value until 1874.43 For 

those that were contemplating life in the Australian colonies, there were better prospects 

elsewhere.  

At the time of Bird’s arrival, the problems faced in Western Australia were manifold. Firstly, land 

problems had hamstrung development in the colony from the outset, with huge land grants given to 

initial settlers who were not farmers, rather than offering small plots to a greater number – who 

were prepared to develop them. For Geoffrey Blainey, a crucial factor limiting the growth in all of 

the Australian colonies was the cost of land. Besides being closer to Europe, land was significantly 

cheaper in North America than in Australia or New Zealand. In his words, ‘dear land cursed 

farmers.’44 High costs condemned most actual farmers to unprofitably small farm sizes and 

exorbitantly high mortgage payments. Most land remained under-utilised for many years, owned by 

capitalist investors and colonial administrators - those described by Lovat as ‘absentee or do-nothing 

landlords’ - such that any newcomer to the colony ‘showed his opinion of the situation by taking the 

first occasion that presented itself of moving on to the next colony.’45 This situation improved with 

smaller plots made available in the 1860s and 1870s, but real advances only occurred with the 

introduction of the Torrens’ Act in 1878, which allowed for the easier transfer and registration of 

land. 

Unprofitable land then led to further problems. Western Australia became a victim of ‘false 

advertising’, and once prospective immigrants realised that returns on any investment were unlikely, 

the colony failed to reach the critical mass of population needed to provide a domestic market and 

an adequate labour supply. Western Australia’s non-Aboriginal population had struggled to pass 

4000 in the two decades before the arrival of convicts, whilst in comparison the South Australian 

population had exceeded 50,000 in under ten years.46  

On his arrival in 1869, Governor Weld almost immediately tied the question of how best to 

encourage economic development, to the issue of land. Bird, and other timber industry interests, 

sought land and timber concessions in return for their capital investments. Weld had to convince the 

British government to allow greater access to land in return for infrastructure development, 

imploring the Under-Secretary for the Colonies in 1870 to permit land concessions: 

… our deplorable land regulations stand in our way, and we have no power to alter them. 

Every other colony can deal with the land question – you must help us in this. We have a 

 
43 Blue Books: Official Returns of the Colonial Secretary's Office. 
44 Blainey, The tyranny of distance: how distance shaped Australia's history, p. 106. 
45 Lovat, The Life of Sir Frederick Weld, p. 161. 
46 Lourens, '1829-1901', p. 3. 
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hard struggle before us to send this colony ahead. I think it can be done, but you must 

not tie our hands.47 

In a second letter, Weld refers specifically to the timber industry in calling for a relaxation of land 

regulations in order to facilitate transport infrastructure agreements: 

We have just concluded… a preliminary arrangement (or, rather, a basis of one) with a 

company to make a railway to our timber forests and to commence exportation on a 

large scale. The terms, I may safely say, are such that no other colony under the 

circumstances would hesitate to give, but they are in excess of the present land 

regulations, which are such as to prohibit any attempt to open the country by giving land 

for railway-making. The fact is, the framers of these regulations appear to have been 

quite ignorant of the value of land here: we have millions of acres utterly valueless 

except for timber or minerals.48 

The problem of transport was crucial to the colony’s development. Western Australian enterprises 

faced either excessive transport costs or sometimes no transport at all. The colony had its major port 

at Albany, four hundred kilometres south of the capital via a circuitous dirt road. At Fremantle, there 

was no safe harbour to compare with King George Sound, and ships were forced to anchor in Gage 

Roads and offload cargo onto smaller craft that could land at the rudimentary jetty on the port 

beach.  

Problems at the Fremantle port were a key issue for exporters but there were also problems with 

road and river transport, and a complete absence of railways before the 1870s. Toby Manford, in her 

thesis on rail transport in Western Australia, offers a number of reasons for the slow development of 

railways in such a large colony. In comparing Western Australia to the USA, Canada and India, she 

describes key disadvantages such as shortages of capital, labour or expertise – as well as the general 

discouragement to investment provided by the colony’s isolation, poor communications, marginal 

farming land and unreliable rainfall.49 

Manford also describes a reluctance on the part of the Colonial Office to contribute to transport 

infrastructure with decisions made in England hindering rather than encouraging development. All 

financial matters, apart from the Convict Department, had to be referred to the Secretary of State, 

who ‘…urged that public works should be delayed until local markets were sufficiently profitable to 

 
47 Lovat, The Life of Sir Frederick Weld, p. 157. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Toby Manford, A History of Rail Transport Policy in Western Australia, 1870-1911, PhD Thesis, University of 
Western Australia, 1976, p. vi. 
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justify the expenditure…’50 Other sources of capital were limited, with few local sources and a 

requirement, before Responsible Government in 1890, for all government issues to be made 

through the Crown Agents for the Colonies, rather than through local banks, as was the standard 

practice for the eastern colonies.51 Successful loan-raising was more unlikely as a result, with few in 

England able to understand or appreciate the potential in the colony. 

Other barriers to railway development included vested interests, and the ‘unworldliness’ of local 

politicians.52 

 …most Western Australians were largely ignorant of new transport technology and had 

no idea of the problems associated with establishing large scale enterprise. At least half 

the population had been born in the colony and had never seen a railway…Few would 

have travelled on one.53 

In terms of ‘vested interests’, many of the delays in publicly funded railway development were 

caused by divisions in opinion over where in the colony the first rail-lines should be laid. Those 

favouring decentralisation fought for the first major railway to be built in the north, from Geraldton 

to Northampton, while others thought a line to Albany should be the priority. River transport 

interests opposed competition in the form of a Fremantle to Guildford line, while those in the fertile 

agricultural districts to the east of Perth advocated for a line through the Darling Ranges.54 In the 

end, the government decided upon the ill-fated northern option but only after a decade of hand-

wringing. Ultimately, the colony in the 1870s was too small for a railway to be a viable proposition. 

When the Northampton line opened in 1879, Western Australia’s population had reached only 

28,668.55 In comparison, Victoria (over 300,000), NSW (over 250,000) and Queensland (over 

120,000), were all significantly more advanced in population size when they built their first railways.  

Despite all of these problems, the 1870s was not a time of complete 'stagnation'. Weld’s arrival in 

1869 had brought an almost instant impetus to the timber industry in the colony. Adrian Gunzberg 

describes his appointment as Governor as a ‘turning point’, given his experience and empathy with 

timber producers.56 1868 had been a particularly bleak year but 1869 saw a tentative recovery for 

 
50 Ibid., p. 9. 
51 A. R. Hall, The London capital market and Australia 1870-1914, Canberra, Australian National University, 
1963, p. 103. 
52 Manford, 'A History of Rail Transport Policy in Western Australia, 1870-1911', p. vii. 
53 Ibid., p. 13. 
54 Ibid., pp. 23-4. 
55 Ibid., p. x. 
56 Gunzburg, Rails Through the Bush: Timber and Firewood Tramways and Railway Contractors of Western 
Australia, p. 13. 
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industry due to ‘three separate infusions of foreign capital’.57 These were Bird, George Simpson (WA 

Timber Company), and the Colonial Government under Governor Weld. Weld also managed to 

succeed in his appeals to the Colonial Office and offered large timber concessions, for long periods 

and with generous terms. The most generous was a 30-year, 250,000 acre concession for the 

Jarrahdale mills, including full rights to the Rockingham port, free of harbour duties, in return for the 

construction of a railway from forest to port.58 The general economic situation in Western Australia 

was not strong but was unlikely to have been enough to doom the business of Mason and Bird of 

itself, given these positive signs and opportunities. 

Problems of Mason, Bird and Company 

A timber enterprise in Western Australia, such as that of Mason and Bird, faced its own difficulties, 

irrespective of the general economic situation. Forty metre jarrah logs, weighing many tons, create a 

particular logistical problem when it comes to extraction and transport and, without a significant 

construction industry creating a reliable domestic market, the colony’s isolation was magnified in its 

significance. In a remarkable illustration of the difficulties faced by timber millers in transporting 

their product, even to Perth, is the following account relating to the Whittakers building-supplies 

company based in Perth and then Subiaco: 

They would also deal in imported timber, generally Oregon pine from the west coast of 

the United States of America. It was testimony to the cost structure of the Western 

Australian timber industry that Oregon pine could be landed in Fremantle at a cost 

competitive with local hardwoods, despite the fact that it had to be shipped twelve 

thousand miles.59 

In writing to Governor Weld in 1870, outlining his proposal for a timber railway, and asking for 

concessions in return, Francis Bird described the difficulties faced by his new partner, Benjamin 

Mason, in starting up his timber enterprise. He describes Mason as having had to ‘contend with the 

greatest difficulties, both in forming roads, erecting mills etc., and in overcoming the prejudices of 

the present buyers’.60 Bird’s actions in almost immediately seeking and being granted concessions in 

return for the construction of his timber railway are evidence that he saw his greatest impediment 

 
57 Robertson, 'A history of the timber industry of Western Australia', p. 9. 
58 Hastie, 'West Australian Timber', The West Australian, 19 June, 1907. 
59 Bryce Moore, From the ground up: Bristile, Whittakers and Metro Brick in Western Australia history, 
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to be in the area of transport. Within two years, he and Mason had also successfully tendered for 

and begun a deeper water jetty at Fremantle.61  

The rejection of the company’s most ambitious plan, to build a railway all the way to Fremantle, had 

been a significant blow. It effectively handed the advantage to the Jarrahdale mills, which had access 

to a railway that enabled them to deliver loads to Rockingham by 1873.62 Although ultimately Mason 

and Bird’s proposal, with conditions, was accepted by the Legislative Council in Western Australia, it 

had its detractors in the colony. In a letter to the Council a collection of eleven concerned local 

residents complained of the generosity of the concession requested by the company, pointing out 

that the railway land would pass through improved lands and that pastoral activities in particular 

would suffer. They also complained of the virtual monopoly over timber cutting in the Canning 

district, where small millers and farmers seeking timber for their own use would be locked out of all 

but a small proportion of forest.63 A submission from Wallace Bickley was even more strident in its 

attacks on Mason, Bird and Co.. In advocating a rejection of the proposal, he questioned the wisdom 

of trusting the financial management of Mason, and the likelihood that the company was able to 

find sufficient capital or expertise to fund or build the railway and port facilities.64 In the end, the 

opposition was moot, as the Colonial Office rejected the proposal and Mason, Bird and Co. were 

limited to only their original proposal for a timber railway from Canning Landing to the mills. 

The failure to gain support in London may well have been a result of the two earlier proposals, from 

William Wanliss, of the Jarrahdale mills consortium, and George Simpson, of the Western Australian 

Timber Company – both of which had gained approval from the British Government only the year 

before, in 1870.65 The concessions won by these companies were later described as ‘one of the 

finest concessions…ever given to any company in any part of the British Empire’, which may explain 

the reluctance to support an even more ambitious proposal only a year later.66 The fact that Mason 

and Bird were competing against two rival organisations that were able to utilise steam trains to 

deliver their timber to private ports, made profits all the more elusive. Bird did not give up on the 

possibilities of a publicly owned railway, however, and vigorously campaigned in support of 

 
61 This ambitious tender can be found in: 'Report of the Select Committee considering the Report of the 
Harbour Improvement Board', Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council, 1870-1889, 31 July, 1873. 
62 Gunzburg, Rails Through the Bush: Timber and Firewood Tramways and Railway Contractors of Western 
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65 Select Committee of the Legislative Council, 'Grants of Land to Promote Construction of Public Works and 
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Governor Weld’s proposal to build a line from Fremantle to the eastern agricultural districts, via 

Guildford. In 1869 York and Beverley settlers had petitioned the Legislative Council for a railway 

through the Darling ranges to Guildford. In response, the Surveyor General laid down plans for a line 

from the mouth of the Canning River to the Ranges, and beyond to the Eastern Districts, but no 

action was taken.67 In 1871, Weld requested approval to seek a £76,753 loan to initiate the project 

but this request was later dropped.68 In 1872 a Select Committee was formed to investigate the 

railway again, but instead the line from Geraldton to Northampton was decided upon. By the late 

1870s, a metropolitan line was once again discussed, with the key debate being whether it should 

run south of the Swan River, as would suit Bird, or along the northern side, which would suit those 

with property and businesses in Perth and the surrounds. A Select Committee report also suggested 

that Fremantle be linked by rail with Rockingham, which may have enticed Bird to come to an 

arrangement with his rivals to use their lines. Such an arrangement was not unrealistic, given that 

the two companies had often joined forces to fulfil large timber contracts. None of these options 

came soon enough for Bird, however, and he was forced to continue with his existing, water-based 

transport. 

Transporting his timber by river and sea was also a continuing thorn in his side, with the Canning 

often proving impassable for barges of even the shallowest draft. Mason, along with steamboat 

operator George Randell, had earlier convinced authorities to provide convict labour for a primitive 

method of clearing a channel through which his timber lighters could pass. A gang of convicts 

erected a ‘fence’ of timber stakes and wattling, from one side of which they would shovel river mud 

to the other and form a navigable passage. Unfortunately this could only ever be a temporary 

measure, with the channel silting over in less than a year.69 With the arrival of Bird and the failure of 

his railway proposal to gain support in London, Weld wrote in 1872 that it was his ‘anxious 

endeavour to aid the enterprise of this firm’ and implored Lord Kimberley in vain to permit the 

passage of a Loans bill that would provide funds for the requisite dredging of the Canning.70 

Increasingly desperate for the government to provide a better solution, Bird wrote to the Colonial 

Secretary in 1874, and twice in 1876, pleading for something to be done to allow better navigation 

 
67 Manford, 'A History of Rail Transport Policy in Western Australia, 1870-1911', p. 17. 
68 Governor Weld, Message to Legislative Council from the Governor, 1870-1889 Votes and Proceedings of the 
Legislative Council, 16 January, 1871, Perth, WA. 
69 D Hutchison, and D. Davidson, 'The Convict-Built 'Fence' in the Canning River', Records of the Western 
Australian Museum, Vol. 8, issue 1, 30 November, 1979, p. 151. 
70 Governor Weld, Letter from Governor Weld to Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Kimberley, 1870-1889 
Votes and Proceedings of the Legislative Council, 15 February, 1872, Perth, WA. 



127 
 

along the Canning, but also to no avail.71 Who knows how many loads of timber were to lay idle at 

Canning Landing, waiting for winter rains to swell the river and allow the passage of barges? 

The company also faced continuing problems at the Fremantle port. Initially, loading facilities at 

Fremantle were rudimentary at best. Weld made funds available for an extension of the ocean jetty 

after an extended process of inquiry that included a Select Committee.72 Benjamin Mason’s tender 

was successful and the work began with the delivery of piles in August, 1872. Even then the process 

was not a smooth one. Mason, who had built the original jetty some years earlier, confidently stated 

in his tender letter that he anticipated ‘no difficulty whatsoever in carrying out the work’ but in May 

1873, and again in August, he applied for, and was granted, extensions on his contract. 73  The jetty 

was still not complete by the end of the year, and Mason had been fined by the government for non-

completion.74 To exacerbate matters, contracted to be eight hundred yards in length the jetty only 

reached to depths of nineteen feet, instead of the twenty-three Bird had suggested was necessary in 

his original plans. 

Bird was a firm supporter of a harbour development at Fremantle and, according to his grandson, 

later an advocate of C.Y. O’Connor and John Forrest’s plans, despite that it made him unpopular in 

Albany.75 The Fremantle jetty remained too dangerous in rough weather, and the water was not 

deep enough for most large capacity shipping. As a result, timber had to be loaded on to smaller 

vessels and then taken out to Gage Roads, where they were manhandled aboard the larger ship. This 

precarious process was impossible in bad weather – dissuading ship owners and buyers alike. The 

inherent dangers in shipping such a heavy and bulky cargo, rather than catering for domestic 

demand, are clearly evident in McIntosh’s account of the collapse of the company: 

Competition was keen, finances were already strained. They say it is the last straw which 

breaks the donkey’s back…a shipment of timber going to India from their mill was sunk in 

a storm. It was not insured, insurance was unheard of in those days. It caused a collapse 

in the partnership of Mason and Bird.76 
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The family struggled on at Woodloes until 1882, when they were forced to rent accommodation 

closer to Perth, in Victoria Park. Despite bankruptcy proceedings in the Supreme Court, Francis Bird 

was already building his architectural business in Perth, and moving on to the next chapter of his life 

in the colony. 

Bad decisions or bad luck? 

Francis Bird, and perhaps his family, may have made a wise decision in terms of his emigration in 

1869. Western Australia certainly offered opportunities that suited his talents and resources. From 

the time of his arrival to his eventual bankruptcy, however, his experiences were marked by 

examples of poor decision-making. His choice in Benjamin Mason, seemingly against local advice and 

sentiment may have seemed prudent at face-value, given Mason’s expertise and experience but his 

debts and mismanagement of the mills were to be insurmountable for Bird, and a more careful 

choice of business partner would undoubtedly have resulted in a more successful venture into the 

timber industry. Mr M.C. Davies, for instance, who was the most successful timber industry operator 

of the period, with mills across the Southwest supplying Victorian buyers, represents an alternative 

path. According to one writer, Davies was ‘the only one who had made any money out of the timber 

business.'77  

Bird’s decision to campaign for his own railway to Fremantle, rather than seek an arrangement with 

existing rail operators at Jarrahdale or Lockeville, also seems odd, with Bird apparently holding out 

for a change of heart from the colonial government well after it was evident that it would not be 

forthcoming. Thirdly, Bird’s continuing desire to expand the business and sink more capital into what 

now appears to be a doomed venture, seems hardly prudent. This certainly seemed evident to 

Hetherington in 1873. In the end, the investment in capital equipment and infrastructure proved to 

be a fatal mistake when no buyers presented themselves once the decision was made to sell the 

business. In weighing these decisions against the myriad problems he was to face that are described 

above, it may be harsh to apportion blame to Bird himself, yet his failure in comparison with others 

in Western Australia at the time does suggest a degree of contributory negligence. A certain level of 

naiveté, or unwise decision-making may be expected, given that Bird was not yet 30 years old when 

his company began to falter in the mid-1870s.  

What then of luck? Good fortune appears only irregularly in Bird’s life story. The decision to grant 

huge concessions for railways to the coast for the Rockingham Jarrahdale Timber Company, and the 

Western Australian Timber Company, came only months before Bird’s own proposal was rejected, 
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and the opening of the railway to Guildford, which could have alleviated his transport woes, came in 

1881 – just as he was winding up the timber business and returning to his architectural career in 

Perth. This in turn was followed by a rail line south from Guildford that led directly to his timber 

concession. In the 1880s, the long-awaited decision to develop a Fremantle Harbour was taken, with 

C.Y. O’Connor’s plan coming to fruition too late to provide Bird with the safe departure point he had 

long dreamt of for his heavy jarrah loads. The failure of Indian contracts to materialise, despite every 

effort being made to entertain the possibility, was also out of Bird’s control, as was the downturn in 

South Australia by the late 1870s – a significant market for Western Australian timbers. Timing can 

indeed be everything for an entrepreneur, and in so many respects Bird’s actions were ill-timed. 

Mary Cowle, with reference to her father’s move to Albany just as it was to be replaced as the 

principal port by Fremantle, his decision to sell his 50 acres in Claremont only three years before the 

gold rushes turned it into prime residential real estate, and also his ill-fated timber enterprise, was 

moved to write that 'bad luck has dogged Daddy all of his life.'78 

Was Bird a failure? 

In Hartwell and Lane’s work, colonial entrepreneurs in Australia such as the Hentys and Blaxlands are 

described as having been critical to the eventual viability of the colonies.79 Their description of 

colonial entrepreneurs is apt for Francis Bird:  

In the circumstances, most things done were being done for the first time. The skill, 

however, was to innovate with some prospect of success, to be a realistic visionary and 

to have the courage to pursue a goal with determination. Failure was frequent but it 

could often be turned into success by determined persistence and the ability to accept 

loss and move forward or sideways…The early entrepreneurs were generally prepared to 

give it a go even in fields in which they had no specific or obvious talent or training.80  

In the end, Bird did ‘move sideways’, leaving the timber industry behind and taking advantage of the 

growing population and economic development in Western Australia by returning to architecture 

and building in the 1880s. His timber enterprise was a failure in the sense that it ended in ignominy 

and bankruptcy but this is to take a narrow view. Mason and Bird did manage to navigate the timber 

industry through a particularly rocky period, and the benefits to the colony of their business went 

beyond timber production.  
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For much of this time, the Canning mills were the biggest contributor to the initial growth of the 

jarrah trade previously described, and the flow-on effects in employment, infrastructure, skills 

development and investment must be regarded as significant. After initial solvency problems, staved 

off by partnering with Mason, Bird and Co. on a number of contracts, the Rockingham Jarrahdale 

Company boomed after being left as the main timber company following Bird’s demise. Between 

1878 and 1883, this company accounted for more than half of the 92,000 loads of timber exported 

from Western Australia.81 By 1902 the Millar’s amalgamation of this, and other timber companies 

across the Southwest, had established the industry as a major export earner. The contribution of 

London capital reinvigorated the industry on the back of a new-found market in London for jarrah 

blocks as a horse-friendly paving material on the city’s roads. These firms owed much of their 

existence to earlier companies, which brought the steam engines, milling equipment, specialised 

trades, roads and regular markets to Western Australia. Mason and Bird’s plant and equipment 

found its way to the Lion Mill (later also incorporated into the Millar’s empire), via initial mortgagee 

Joseph Shaw, and Edward Keane, who managed to construct a zig-zag railway to meet up with the 

Perth-Guildford railway.82 In this way, successful companies such as Bunnings today could be said to 

owe their existence to the trial-and-error processes of firms such as Mason, Bird and Co. 

The very competition which made profits so elusive for Bird also provided much needed cheap 

building materials for private and public construction in Western Australia. Perth timber merchants 

such as the Whittakers found the situation to their advantage, and ‘…actually benefited from the 

misfortunes of the export industry, for they were able to purchase their own supplies at very 

attractive prices’.83 From the shingled roof of the Perth Town Hall to the Fremantle railway bridge, 

Mason, Bird and Co. timber found its way into most pre-gold rush era developments. The company 

was also instrumental in establishing the community in and around Cannington. The company’s 

efforts in demanding road building, postal services and other infrastructure was invaluable in 

developing this region of Perth. 

Conclusion 

Bird’s experiences provide an interesting counter to descriptions of Western Australia in the 1870s 

as experiencing ‘slow but steady growth’.84 In fact, the developments under Weld, of which he was a 

part, indicate a rather livelier period. To an extent, however, his story does tally with Geoffrey 

Bolton’s characterisation of new arrivals in Western Australia often being guilty in this period of 
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‘over-hopeful assessment’.85 Bird’s £140,000 proposal for his company was particularly ambitious for 

the small colony. The difficulties faced by Bird also agrees with the assessments of Lourens and 

Appleyard, who attribute most of the economic problems in Western Australia to poor transport and 

infrastructure, insufficient investment and a limited domestic market. Bird himself, and his role in 

the timber industry also agrees with the descriptions of colonial entrepreneurs of both De Bruin and 

Hartwell and Lane, particularly in that he ‘combined the willingness to take risks, the ability to 

innovate and the skill to manage…’86 

What appears to have been the most important factor in directing Bird’s fortunes in the 1870s, 

however, was the combination of bad timing, and ill-fortune. Rather than any external obstacles 

preventing success, crucial decisions or developments that could have turned the fortunes of Mason, 

Bird and Co. continually seemed to elude them. If events had developed as they had hoped, when 

they had hoped, a more considerable degree of success could have been the result. Bird’s 

experiences highlight and provide support for the findings of earlier writers, such as Gilchrist, on the 

reasons for Western Australia’s comparatively slow economic growth in the period before the gold 

rushes. They also, however, suggest that these factors were not complete barriers to development, 

and that they could be overcome given the right conditions and circumstances. 

Finally, Bird’s business experiment provides strong support for Laurens’ more positive assessment of 

the period after transportation ceased. Certainly ‘boom to bust’ is an apt description of Francis's 

fortunes but, in terms of ‘bust’, it becomes a matter of perspective. For the industry, the people 

closely connected with the company, and the wider colony, Bird’s foray into the timber industry was 

undoubtedly a success. In this sense, the relative absence of entrepreneurs in histories of the 

colonies does seem to be an omission needing to be addressed by historians in the future. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FRANCIS BIRD, ARCHITECT 
Introduction 

Despite the failure of his first enterprise, Francis Bird remained to some degree an entrepreneur for 

the rest of his working life. Although he spent long periods as a salaried civil servant, Bird continued 

to operate his private business until a grudging retirement as a still energetic, and somewhat cash-

strapped septuagenarian in Albany after the First World War. For most of this time, Bird operated 

and advertised himself as an architect. 

A timeline of Bird's architectural work may be found in Appendix Two, but this chapter follows four 

key themes, rather than a chronology. Firstly, it outlines the many buildings and public works for 

which Bird was responsible, and for which he has since been recognised, in an attempt to evaluate 

his importance to Western Australia’s architectural history. The first evidence of Bird’s return to 

architecture is a call for tenders for a hotel in 1882, indicating that before the winding up of the 

timber company, and his bankruptcy, Bird had returned to the field of his early training.1 Three years 

later, he was sufficiently recuperated in society to be given the position of acting superintendent of 

works for the colony, as the government awaited the arrival of the man to permanently hold the 

position – George Temple Poole. A combination of factors then contributed to a move to Albany in 

1889, and a subsequent appointment, again to the Public Works Department, as regional supervisor. 

This did not stop the private practice, however, with numerous homes and commercial projects in 

Albany and the greater Southwest, as far as Kalgoorlie and Eucla.  

An analysis of Bird's architectural style will then follow, along with those factors that influenced this 

style. As explained in Chapter One, Australian architectural histories such as those of Freeland, and 

Richard Apperley, are predominantly focussed on eastern Australian architecture and largely ignore 

that of the west, especially before the gold rushes of the 1890s.2 Western Australian architects are 

noticeably absent in Australian historical literature on the period, and many writers suggest only a 

limited ‘high style’ in the small, and economically underdeveloped colony.3 Bird’s working life as an 

architect sheds light upon the stylistic trends that did exist in Western Australia during this period. It 

will also be argued that, although Bird’s designs and personal hallmarks were the product as much of 

the physical, social and economic climate in which he worked, his training and formative experiences 

in England were critical. In this, as in other aspects of his life, Bird’s attachment to England was 

 
1 'Classified Advertising', West Australian, 28 April 1882, p. 2. 
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fundamental. This section will include an analysis of the styles and principles of the two English 

architects under which he trained, John Elliott and Ewan Christian, along with some of the 

architecture that surrounded him in his youth. In each case, it will be shown that his early stylistic 

influences were then reflected in Bird's works in Western Australia. Identifying a consistent and 

recognisable style amongst the wide variety and scale of Bird’s works over three decades is difficult, 

however, so it is useful to categorise his projects as either religious, domestic, or commercial and 

public buildings. In each category, Bird returned regularly to certain design features but was also 

quite prepared to let his work be guided by economy and pragmatic considerations of site and client.  

Attempts to define Bird’s style of building reflect the wider difficulty in identifying a particularly 

Australian style, let alone a distinctly Western Australian architecture. His works also fit neatly into 

the great period of Australian nationalism that manifested itself in the art, literature and politics of 

the 1880s and 1890s. As discussed in Chapter One, the concept of an Australian architecture was 

discussed and debated at the time, and efforts to distinguish the birth of a national architectural 

style in this period has particularly interested architectural historians since the 1970s.4 The third 

theme of this chapter will therefore be to explore the degree to which Bird’s designs could be seen 

as having a direct correlation with concepts such as the 'Federation villa' that are characteristic of 

contemporary literature on this Australian style, and the extent to which architects operating west 

of the Nullarbor were reflecting the directions taken by their counterparts in the east.  

The final section will then examine Bird’s wider role in the community, and discuss this in terms of 

John Tonkin’s notion of the architect in the community – that there ‘was a significant role for 

professional architects and engineers in the development of towns and cities, a role that is often 

overlooked.’5 Architects such as Bird, who were not leaders in their field but designed buildings for a 

range of clients and budgets, may be often overlooked but may also provide the most complete 

picture of architecture in society. 

The Architecture of Francis Bird 

In 1890, Francis sought to be admitted as a Fellow of the Royal British Institute of Architects. The 

correspondence that followed, both to and from the Secretary of the Institute, raises some 

questions regarding Bird’s abilities.  Letters supporting his application included one from his older 

brother, Stanley, who responded to a request for a reference from the institute by testifying that 

Francis had indeed trained in architecture, under the tutelage firstly of ‘Mr Elliott, of Southampton’, 
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and then ‘for some time with Mr Ewan Christian at Whitehall Place’.6 Opposing his application were 

two Melbourne architects, Lloyd Taylor and George Inskip. Inskip wrote that ‘Mr Bird is a highly 

respectable man [but] I have a very poor opinion of him as an architect.’ In his opinion, Francis Bird 

had not carried out any works of ‘sufficient importance’ to recommend him to the RIBA.7 Bird failed 

to gain RIBA membership. Nevertheless, he advertised himself as an architect, and successfully 

completed many complex buildings. His work has since been recognised by those that have written 

on Western Australian architects. John Taylor, for instance - in his biography of Sir Joseph John 

Talbott Hobbs – describes Bird’s first building in Western Australia, Woodloes in Cannington, as ‘one 

of the earliest architect designed properties in Western Australia, and a fine residence that still exists 

today.’8 Although it is often difficult to find extant evidence of Bird’s architectural work after leaving 

Woodloes, enough confirmed examples of his designs exist, and buildings remain, to give a taste of 

the broad range of projects he undertook, and some appreciation of his importance as an architect. 

Francis Bird’s return to architecture began even before his involvement in the timber industry came 

to a close. His failure to sell his Canning timber operations led to a transitional period where he took 

a position at Perth High School as a ‘teacher of surveying’ from 1881 while battling insolvency - but 

this did not stop him from advertising his architectural services. 9 Bird’s call for tenders to build a 

Perth hotel in April 1882, came a month before his bankruptcy was announced. Regular 

advertisements such as below appeared in the metropolitan press in the months that followed.10 

 

Figure 8 Advertisement from The Inquirer, 1882 

 
6 Stanley Bird, Letter to William White, Secretary, RIBA, 23 January 1891, The Victoria and Albert Museum, 
RIBA Collections, LC/33/1/2. 
7 George Inskip, Letter to William White, Secretary, Royal Institute of British Architects, 30 March 1891, The 
Victoria and Albert Museum, RIBA Collections, LC/33/1/6. 
8Taylor, 'Joseph John Talbot Hobbs', p. 42. 
9 Bird was listed as teacher in  'Distribution of Prizes at the High School.', Fremantle Herald, 12 August 1882, p. 
2. He was also listed as earning a total of £17 17s in the school’s Annual Report for 1884. Colonial Secretary's 
Office, High School Perth - Annual Report 1884, Perth, WA, 1885, State Records Office of Western Australia, AU 
WA S675- cons527 1885/2719. 
10 'Advertising', Inquirer and Commercial News, 9 August 1882, p. 1. 
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The demand for architects in the 1880s reflected the ‘minor surge’ in the Western Australian 

economy at the time. The pace of construction and building in Perth was beginning to increase as a 

result of the confluence of a number of factors. According to Jenny Gregory, these included a 

significant rise in population, a 'progressive liberalisation’ of land laws, improved banking facilities 

and ‘early hints of the presence of gold’. An increased availability of public capital from 1881, 

including a £500,000 British loan secured by Governor Broome in 1885, combined with expectations 

of a harbour being built at Fremantle, provided a degree of excitement in the west that was 

attractive to investors experiencing economic downturn on the eastern seaboard.11 

Rather than a minor surge, by 1883 Bird’s practice was expanding rapidly. In that year alone, Bird 

called for tenders on at least eleven projects, including six villas, a school, bank, shop, church and 

some offices.12 Bird’s energy for new projects may have been motivated by a sense of guilt for his 

earlier failure, as well as a desire to repay old debts as soon as possible. It was certainly assisted by a 

ready market for his skills, especially amongst the upper classes of Perth. Bird’s contacts in society 

appear to have been particularly advantageous in securing work during this period, as suggested by 

his grandson: 

The ‘families’ stuck together, there was no doubt about it. You had to be in the in group… 

and you knew you were there and you knew you were safe… You were secure in the 

knowledge that you were a good family and therefore you were a trustworthy person. 

That’s where the bankruptcy acted against him a bit but when he put adverts in the 

paper to say that all the debts would be paid by Frank Bird, the inference was that, no 

matter what anybody else had done, he was going to pay. He was an honest and 

trustworthy and dependable person and he was going to do it.13 

There are numerous examples of contracts and employment generated by this extended social circle 

of Western Australian families. In the transition back to architectural practice, Bird’s brief 

employment at the Perth High School, where family friends the Lee Steeres and the Shentons were 

represented on the Board of Governors, was followed by engagement as an architect to expand the 

school in 1883.14 Examples of family friends employing Bird’s architectural services in this early 

period also include a contract to build the legal offices of ‘Parker and Parker’.15 Francis’ daughter 

 
11 Gregory, 'Corporate survival during the 1890s land bust: The Western Australian connection', pp. 41-42. 
12 Bird’s advertisements for tenders appeared in a number of local newspapers. Examples include two 
advertisements in November - for the additions to a villa owned by GC Knight, and the construction of a villa 
for AJ Hillman: 'Advertising', Daily News, 1 October 1883, p. 3.  
13 David regularly referred to his grandfather as ‘Frank’. Bird, Interview, 2014 
14 Bird was being paid on a regular basis at the school in 1884 but it is unclear whether the payments were for 
teaching, architectural services, or both: Colonial Secretary's Office, High School Perth - Annual Report 1884. 
15 'Advertising', Daily News, 1 October, 1883. 
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recalls holidaying with the Parkers – travelling out to their inn at Mahogany Creek. Many of these 

relationships had been formed earlier, during Bird’s time on the Canning.16 

One of the first, and arguably the grandest example of Perth private homes designed by Bird was 

Woodbridge, in Guildford. It was to be the home of Charles Harper, who commissioned Bird to 

prepare plans in 1883, and also assist in procuring furniture and other items for the house through 

his brother in London.17 The design for Woodbridge has been incorrectly attributed to James Wright 

in the past. Although Harper supervised the works personally and engaged the Wright Brothers to 

carry out the works, his personal letters to Francis Bird make it clear that the Woodbridge was a Bird 

design. 

With regard to the plans I wish it to be distinctly understood that they are yours. As for 

the slight alteration made in Mr Wright’s reproduction of them, they are as you say 

immaterial.18 

Harper had made his fortune in pearling and pastoralism in the state’s north and had already served 

his first term in parliament.19 His two-storey home in Guildford was described in the press at the 

time of its completion as 'the handsomest private residence that has as yet been erected in the 

Colony, and the design reflects the greatest credit upon the architects.'20 

Bird’s works in this period were wide and varied. The original Globe Hotel was a Bird design, for 

publican Michael McMahon of the Devonshire Arms hotel.21 So too was the first Bank of New South 

Wales in Western Australia – a refurbishment of a St George Terrace house previously owned by Mr 

Wilson, an upholsterer.22  

Bird was also engaged to manage the building of the foundations for the new Anglican Cathedral, 

and new premises for ironmonger Levi Green, on the corner of William and Hay Streets.23 Each of 

these buildings were significant Perth projects, and demonstrate the importance of Bird’s 

 
16 Francis’ daughter Mary details the many families that the family socialised with during her early years – 
including the only family ‘of trade’, the Shentons: Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
17 Charles Harper, Letterbook 20 January 1883, Battye Library, MN 94, 1973A Item 20. 
18 Charles Harper, Letterbook 17 December 1883, Battye Library, MN 94, 1973A Item 20. 
19 O. K. Battye, 'Harper, Charles (1842–1912)', in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Australian National 
University, 1972, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/harper-charles-3721/text5841 (accessed 18 April 2017). 
20 'NEWS IN BRIEF.', Inquirer and Commercial News, 29 October 1884, p. 5. 
21 'Classified Advertising', The West Australian, 28 April 1882, p. 2. Bird’s involvement with the Globe Hotel has 
also been confirmed by Heritage Perth: Richard Offen, Email, 15 February 2017, Heritage Perth. 
22 This link is evident across two articles from the time that mention the new branch: 'NEWS IN BRIEF.', Inquirer 
and Commercial News, 14 March 1883, p. 5. 'CITY COUNCIL.', The West Australian, 22 May 1883, p. 3. 
23 The Cathedral architects that engaged Bird also included Victorians George Inskip and Lloyd Taylor, as 
referred to previously, and Bird’s advertisement for tenders appears in 'Advertising', Daily News, 7 March 
1884, p. 3. Green’s new premises are mentioned in 'Advertising', Daily News, 13 February, 1883. 
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architectural practice. They also, however, indicate a willingness to take on a range of projects, from 

complete buildings, to additions and refurbishments, to part-projects under the auspices of other 

architects, such as Cathedral architect Edmund Thomas Blacket. Existing in private practice in the 

1880s was difficult, and Bird appears to have taken on what work he could, in establishing his 

practice. There were few architects in the colony, and the difficulty in obtaining private commissions 

is explained by Taylor, with reference to the arrival of Talbot Hobbs only a few years later: 

Hobbs had arrived in Western Australia on 11 February 1887. At this time he would have 

known little, if anything, of those credited as 'architects' and preceding him since 

colonisation in 1829. The names are so few that we can summarise the primary ones 

easily: Reveley, Henry Trigg, Austin, Sherwood, Jewell, Manning, Bird, Wright, and Harry 

Trigg. Along with the incumbent 'government architect' in Poole, but with the obvious 

exceptions of 1880s practitioners Wright and Harry Trigg, all these men generally owed 

their architectural work to government employment.24 

After a busy 1883, advertisements for tenders reduced significantly in 1884, when Bird sought, and 

was appointed to the position as Superintendent of Works in what was then known as the Works 

and Railways Department, under Clayton Mason – who would later become Commissioner of 

Railways.25 Mason’s Annual Report, as Director of Public Works and Commissioner of Railways, on 

the activities of his department in 1884, describes a great number of projects that Francis Bird would 

have been involved with, as Supervisor of Works and therefore the most senior government 

architect. Significant examples included the continuing development of the Eastern and Northern 

Railways, such as the Guildford Station House, the first section of the Geraldton Hospital, the 

Quarantine Station at Woodman’s Point, and the design or construction of Police buildings in 

country towns such as Northampton, Bunbury, Roebourne and Shark Bay. Two sets of plans for the 

Shark Bay Police Station exist – an earlier, simpler and unmarked plan, and another, more elaborate 

plan. This second plan was signed by Bird’s replacement, George Temple-Poole, in December 1885. 

The earlier plans were drawn under Bird’s leadership and appear likely to be his work.26 David Bird 

claims that his grandfather was also responsible for the initial plans of the government buildings at 

Cossack, built from this time and credited to Temple-Poole.27 

 
24 Taylor, 'Joseph John Talbot Hobbs', p. 53. 
25 Bird's letter of application, and the acceptance, can be found in the correspondence of the Colonial 
Secretary: Mr. Francis Bird - Application for the post of Superintendent of Works, Colonial Secretary's Office, 
1884, State Records Office of Western Australia, AU WA S675- cons527 1884/5068. 
26 Shark Bay Police Station (Plans), Public Works Department, State Records Office of Western Australia, AU 
WA S399- cons1647 00172  
27 Bird, Interview, p. 7, 2014 
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After Temple-Poole’s arrival, Bird returned to private practice in July 1885, and not for reasons of ill-

health, as Ray Oldham suggests.28 In fact, he immediately embarked upon the busiest time of his 

private practice. One of his first projects was to build a house for himself on a property he had 

bought from family friend, Stephen Parker, in 1884. This was Swan Location 700, comprising roughly 

50 acres and extending from Stirling Highway to the river in Claremont. His family had been left 

without a home of their own after the loss of Woodloes due to his bankruptcy, which forced them 

into rented accommodation - firstly in Victoria Park, then Hay Street in Perth, and then an apartment 

in Manning’s Folly, Fremantle, from 1885.29 Bird cannot have been pleased with this state of affairs 

and was determined to once again build a home of his own.  

Bird began the construction of his home in 1885. At this time, the only other house on the ridge was 

Lucknow, the home of Alpin Thompson, who was to become Under-Secretary for Railways. The hand 

drawn plan of the property boundaries in Figure 9, created as part of an application to add a 

boathouse, demonstrates the location and extent of the Freshwater Bay property.30 

 

Figure 9 Note that Francis Bird, perhaps mistakenly, describes the plot as 702 in this sketch. 

Bird’s house came to be known to family as Corry Lynn. No longer extant, it was completed in 1886 

and for his daughter Mary, it was their ‘beautiful home… on the top of the cliff.’ According to Mary, 

when the family moved to Albany in 1889 ‘it almost broke mother’s heart to leave her exquisitely 

lovely home.'31 

 
28 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:, p. 4. 
29 Woodloes was first advertised for sale in 1879: 'To Capitalists', The Herald, 11 January, 1879. The failure to 
sell, and the subsequent continuation of Bird’s ownership until 1882 is apparent when the property was 
offered by creditor, Joseph Shaw: 'Advertising', Inquirer and Commercial News, 29 March, 1882. His daughter 
Mary described the family’s subsequent temporary home in Victoria Park: Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
Bird’s move from Hay Street to Fremantle is evident in the advertisement he posted in 1885 for his Hay Street 
furnishings: 'Advertising', Daily News, 2 November 1885, p. 3. 
30 Bird, Francis. Boat house at Freshwater Bay. For permission to erect., Crown Lands and Surveys Department, 
1886, State Records Office of Western Australia, AU WA S211- cons541 1886/3586. 
31 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
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Mary notes that, almost immediately after moving in, her father began work on a cottage for a Mr 

and Mrs Webb. The tenders for this ‘Dwelling House for W. W. Webb Esq.’ were advertised in 

1886.32 This was not the end of Francis Bird’s commissions on the ridge overlooking Freshwater Bay. 

The Birds' neighbours, the Thompsons, soon subdivided their block, but not into small suburban 

blocks. Instead, large blocks with river views were devised, in an attempt described by Bolton and 

Gregory as intended to create a ‘dress circle’ south of the highway, with ‘suitable occupants’.33  

 

Figure 10 Bird's house, Corry Lynn is located on the ridge, just left of centre, in Location 700. The second house, to the 
Northeast, was that of Judge Burnside, also built by Bird, and now part of Methodist Ladies’ College.34 

The first of these occupants was to be Judge Robert Bruce Burnside, who almost immediately 

engaged Bird to design his house - to be called Craigmuir, and now often referred to as ‘Old Burnside 

House’.35 This home still exists, in a relatively unaltered form, as part of Methodist Ladies College in 

Claremont. It is on the Municipal Inventory as a building of importance and has been retained by 

being enclosed on two sides by newer constructions that protect it from prevailing winds, although 

 
32 'Family Notices', Daily News, 21 June 1886, p. 3. 
33 G. C. Bolton and Jenny Gregory, Claremont: a History, Nedlands, W.A., University of Western Australia Press, 
1999, p. 47. 
34 Crown Lands and Surveys Department, Cottesloe 79/2, available from State Records Office of Western 
Australia, AU WA S235- 083, https://archive.sro.wa.gov.au/index.php/cottesloe-79-2-cottesloe-lots-around-
claremont-plots-davies-road-scale-4-chains-to-1-inch-083. 
35 Bird’s involvement is detailed in Erickson and Taylor, Old Burnside House, formerly Craigmuir, for Methodist 
Ladies College: heritage assessment and conservation plan, Methodist Ladies College, Perth, WA, 1996. His 
advertisement for tenders for a ‘10 room Claremont house’ appeared in the press the year before building was 
completed: 'Advertising', Daily News, 15 January 1887, p. 2. 

N 
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somewhat detracting from the overall aspect and separating the home from what would have once 

been an extensive view of the river.36  

Bird’s close relationships with the gentry of Perth continued to provide him with employment. He 

advertised again for tenders for a ‘Freshwater Bay House’ in October 1887, and this appears to have 

been on behalf of lawyer C.C. Macklin.37 Macklin then either further subdivided his block and sold a 

portion to Frederick Bennion or, as Mary writes, Bennion purchased Macklin’s home for himself. 

Bennion had come from New Zealand to manage the local branch of the Equitable Life Insurance 

Company.38 An example of the close bonds amongst this group of gentlemen is evident in the 

newspaper report of a cricket match in January 1886, where Webb, Macklin, Bennion and Parker all 

played in the same team.39 Francis had previously played for the same Metropolitan Cricket Club, 

and was likely to have been an umpire for this match, having been so on a number of previous 

occasions. In any event, the connection is clear enough to assume more than simply a business 

relationship. Even more connections can be seen through the Perth Yacht Club reports, where Webb 

was a member, Burnside Hon Secretary, and Bennion Commodore, sharing ownership of the yacht 

Maori with Bird’s lawyer, George Leake, in 1886.40 

Bird was evidently active in providing his services for his neighbours, but this was not without some 

acrimony. He found himself the defendant in a number of civil cases relating to his management of 

building works, as well as using the courts to seek payment for services. The litigation indicates a 

period of frustration that may have helped precipitate the decision to move to Albany in 1889. One 

example was an action taken by Robert Burnside, who sought £100 from Bird, plus interest and 

costs, based on a covenant to his 1888 deed.41 A second, £200 suit from William A. Saw, for 

negligence as architect, listed 23 faults or deviations from the plans for his house in North 

Fremantle. In this instance there is a record of Bird’s defence, which must be a common one for 

architects – that he was only the architect, and that Mr Saw had not employed him as site 

supervisor. In any event, claimed Bird, he had provided well over £200 of other works, beyond his 

 
36 Burnside House - Methodist Ladies College, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1997, Register of Heritage 
Places, No. 08354. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/b31db4ff-74d2-4be5-a409-
5224055c89b1. 
37 'Classified Advertising', The West Australian, 7 October 1887, p. 2. That this was Macklin’s house is 
supported in: Bolton and Gregory, Claremont: a History, p. 48.  
38 'GENERAL NEWS', Inquirer and Commercial News, 8 January 1892, p. 2. 
39 'SPORTING', The West Australian, 20 January 1886, p. 3. This was a match entitled ‘Metropolitan Cricket 
Club: Married v Single’. Bird had umpired many times for the Metropolitan Cricket Club, and sometimes lauded 
for his work: 'CRICKET', Daily News, 17 April 1883, p. 3. He is also recorded as playing for the MCC in an earlier 
match: 'OCCASIONAL NOTES', West Australian, 28 February 1884, p. 3. 
40 'SPORTING', The West Australian, 28 February 1889, p. 3. 
41 Robert Bruce Burnside v Francis Bird (Albany), Supreme Court, Perth, WA, 1890, State Records Office of 
Western Australia, AU WA S577 cons3580 1890/B1. 
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original contract.42 After initial proceedings in the Supreme Court, the case was referred to an 

arbitrator, the suit dropped, and Bird’s costs paid in October 1889.43 Bird also successfully filed a suit 

of his own, being awarded his architect’s fee of eight guineas, plus costs, from C. C. Macklin in June 

1889.44 

At the same time as working on Claremont houses, Bird appears to have thrown himself into 

commercial work after ending his period as Chief Superintendent of Works. His financial situation 

appears to have been suffering, and this is evident in two actions taken during this time. The first 

was an impassioned letter to the Colonial Secretary regarding his pay whilst working for the 

Department of Works. Bird had apparently discovered that George Temple-Poole, his replacement, 

was to be paid considerably more than he had been, for the same work. In vain, he sought 

recognition of this and pay in arrears: 

…since January I have only been paid at the rate of £400 per annum, notwithstanding 

that the sum of £500 was voted for the office I held as Superintendent of Works. In 

September last, when I was appointed, the work of the Office, owing to various 

unavoidable causes, was much in arrears. That work was well brought up and the whole 

of the works voted for in the current year are being erected…This, coupled with the fact 

that for at least two thirds of the time I have had to dispense with the assistance of the 

draughtsperson, who had to be employed in railway work, will I trust prove to his 

excellency that the Public Service in no ways suffered during my holding the 

appointment, and should entitle me to receive the full salary voted during the current 

year.45 

The second example was the forming of what was an early ‘institute of architects’, with the aim to 

campaign against public servants continuing to accept private contracts at a low rate, thanks to their 

government stipend subsidising their costs. This was somewhat ironic, given that Bird had previously 

taken advantage of this situation himself on a number of occasions. The group was loosely titled the 

'West Australian Architectural Association', and wrote the following to The West Australian in 1888, 

with Bird listed as a signatory: 

The members of the West Australian Architectural Association humbly ask Your 

 
42 William A Saw v Francis Bird (Albany), Supreme Court, Perth, WA, 1889, State Records Office of Western 
Australia, AU WA S577 cons3580 1889/S39. 
43 'NEWS AND NOTES', West Australian, 18 October 1889, p. 3. 
44 'PERTH LOCAL COURT', The West Australian, 7 June 1889, p. 3. 
45 Francis Bird, Letter to the Colonial Secretary, 21 July 1885, State Records Office of Western Australia, AU WA 
S675- cons527 2303/1885. 
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Excellency to hear some grievances, that most seriously affect the welfare of the 

architects of this city and province who practise outside the Government offices…Is it 

proper or just for any gentleman in the State, who holds the office of Inspector of 

Works…to practise as an “architect” outside, or independent of his official duties? Is it 

proper that the same person should perform professional work under the recognised 

rates or commissions as laid down by the profession generally? ...Your Excellency will 

quite understand how heavily the private architects are handicapped by those in 

Government employment and engaging in private practice when they start at a salary of, 

say £300 a year…46 

 

Irrespective of these concerns, Bird’s practice was clearly growing – demonstrated by 

advertisements for a 'pupil' throughout 1885, and a wide variety of commercial work.47 This variety 

included a Perth residence that later became The Grosvenor hotel, a balcony for the Perth Club, 

another Perth hotel, and additions to a Barrack Street boathouse.48 Further evidence of the diversity 

of Bird’s projects was his involvement in ecclesiastical designs during this period. Bird’s Anglican 

background, and experiences under Ewan Christian in England, appear to have contributed to 

gaining three commissions for churches in Western Australia – the wooden Church of St Michael and 

All Angels in the Canning District (Kenwick), St John’s Church in Northam, and St John the Baptist 

Church in Dongara. 

Bird was commissioned to design the Canning church in 1883, with the foundation stone laid soon 

after. It was not completed until 1887, however, when it was finally consecrated.49 The site was 

close to his old home, Woodloes, and the building made of Bird’s preferred timber, jarrah. Jarrah 

timbers were also evident in the Dongara church, designed for the sum of £600 in 1884 and 

completed in 1885.50 The Northam church was a more significant commission, at £1300, perhaps 

reflecting the colony’s rapidly increasing prosperity at the end of the 1880s, with the foundation 

stone laid in 1889.51 

 
46 'DEPUTATION TO THE GOVERNOR.', The West Australian, 27 November 1888, p. 3. 
47 'Classified Advertising.', The West Australian, 7 September 1885. 
48 Tender advertisements for each of these appeared within six months of Bird returning to private practice: 
'Classified Advertising', The West Australian, 19 June 1885, p. 2. 'Advertising', The Daily News, 8 September 
1885, p. 3; 'Classified  Advertising', The West Australian, 11 August 1885, p. 2. 'Advertising', Daily News, 25 
January 1886, p. 3. 
49 Margaret Lefevre, Kenwick Pioneer Cemetery, City of Gosnells, 2009, 
http://www.gosnells.wa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/public/pdfs/heritage/kenwick_pioneer_cemetery.pdf. 
50 'CHURCH MATTERS AT DONGARRA.', Inquirer and Commercial News, 15 July 1885, p. 5. 
51 Heritage and Conservation Professionals, St John's Church and Parish Hall: Conservation Plan, Nedlands, WA, 
2006.p.22 
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It was in 1889 that Francis Bird moved with his family to Albany. Bird had received some money after 

the death of his mother in London but most of his inheritance had already been ploughed into his ill-

fated timber enterprise through loans from his brother Stanley, and the remainder is unlikely to 

have been a significant enough sum to be a reason to leave Perth. Bird may have been frustrated by 

the legal battles he was facing, or the disputes with public servants mentioned above, or even his 

professional jealousy of his high-profile replacement in the Public Works Department, George 

Temple Poole. Health reasons, relating to Francis personally, and his family, were another factor, 

and daughter Mary describes problems with her father’s eyes as contributing to the move. According 

to Mary, her father’s near blindness was so bad that he was forced to move into his Perth offices for 

‘several months’ in order to be near his doctor, who then recommended that Francis move to Albany 

because of its more favourable climate. With no further indications of eyesight problems, however, 

it seems the affliction was not a permanent one. Francis and Maude had also experienced personal 

loss in the form of four infant children dying while they lived in Perth, including a daughter Dorothy 

to a measles outbreak, and therefore the decision to move to Albany may have been related to a 

desire for a healthier environment for further children, or a way of escaping unhappy memories.52 

Grand-daughter, Wendy-Lu Hackett, also suggests that Francis's eyesight was a key factor in the 

move – describing it as 'sandy blight'. She adds, however, that it may also have been encouraged by 

the fact that two of Maude's sisters (Marian and Selena) were already living in Albany, that Maude 

had never liked the heat of Perth, and because Albany was the main port, which meant there were 

regular visitors from England.53  

In addition to the factors behind Bird’s decision to leave Perth, the attractions of Albany at this time 

need to be considered. It was not just the Bird family that were attracted. Albany’s population grew 

from 1029 to 2665 in the ten years from 1881 to 1891 – taking the town’s population from just 

above three percent of the colony’s total, to over five. Central to this growth was the Great Southern 

Railway. Concerns for Albany’s viability had grown after the P & O steamers had stopped using 

Albany for as a re-coaling port, but the railway renewed optimism in the town. After many years of 

planning, this Perth-Albany railway began construction in 1886 and was completed in 1889 but 

interest from investors and business owners in Albany had been piqued even earlier, with the 

announcement of the successful proposal by Anthony Hordern, the Beverley-Albany Railway Act of 

1884, and the subsequent construction contract of the West Australian Land Company and Millar 

Bros. Timber.54 Donald Garden describes the 1880s and 1890s as ‘a period of sustained growth and 

 
52 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
53 Hackett, Interview, 2014 Trachoma used to be known as 'sandy blight' and is associated with dry, dusty 
conditions. 
54 Robert Goodman, 'The Great Southern Railway', Albany Historical Society Conference, 1963. 
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expansion for Albany’ and ‘despite …aggravations, the coming railway caused considerable growth 

of businesses and enterprises in the town.’55 Francis’ father’s investments in railways, and his own 

entrepreneurial instincts may have convinced him to at least consider the potential business 

opportunities Albany would provide, and the speculative value of purchasing a property in the town 

before the impact of the railway began to boost prices. The construction phase of the railway had 

already boosted the number of people seeking accommodation in the town, and in 1886 there had 

been a ‘brief flurry of speculation and …a building boom.’56 Bird’s purchase of the Old Farm at 

Strawberry Hill in 1889 appeared a wise move, considering that after that year there was a brief land 

boom and blocks fetched as high as £150 per acre.57 The associated railway sleeper contracts for 

Millar Bros. at Torbay, along with the railway traffic itself, provided a boost for the town which, at 

this time, was still the main port for the colony, and the first town to receive news from England, 

courtesy of the mail ships that called in at regular intervals. Francis visited Albany in 1888 with his 

son Walter in an apparent reconnoitre of the area, and must have been suitably impressed, given 

that within a year he had made the decision to leave Claremont.58 

The reasons for Bird’s decision to take on The Old Farm from the Spencer family, are also a matter 

for debate, and are likely to be related to the speculative opportunity that he saw in the property. 

Francis had grown up on a country estate in England, and no doubt considered himself gentry, so it is 

not surprising that he would be attracted to the rural aspect and historical importance of Western 

Australia’s oldest farm. In 1963, however, his son Ivan Marmaduke claimed that Francis neither 

wanted, nor liked the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill. Ivan believed that Francis had been pressured into 

buying the property by both his bank manager, and his wife. Once the decision had been made to 

move to Albany, Maude ‘wished to have Strawberry Hill as the leading social home in Albany’. 

According to Ivan, his father had wished to return Home to England and accepted the purchase with 

an eye to quickly refurbishing the property and funding his voyage with the proceeds of a quick, and 

lucrative resale. Ultimately, this was never to eventuate and Francis later ‘took not the slightest 

interest’ in the upkeep of the property – ‘he loathed the place’.59 

Whether Ivan’s assessment was accurate, or simply a reflection of his father (or indeed Ivan) 

becoming cantankerous in his dotage, is unclear, but Francis certainly continued both his community 

involvement and his architectural work in Albany with some gusto. A number of private commissions 

 
55 Donald S. Garden, Albany: A Panorama of the Sound from 1827, First edn., Melbourne, Thomas Nelson, 
1977, pp. 181, 194. 
56 Ibid., p. 200. 
57 Ibid., p. 217. 
58 The visit to Albany is mentioned in: Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
59 Ivan Marmaduke Bird, Letter to Robert Stephens, 27 June 1963, Albany History Collection/Robert Stephens 
Collection, 416M. 
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in the 1890s followed his arrival, once the Old Farm had been restored to the extent that he could 

move his family into the property.  A key example was The Priory, built in 1890/1 for the Reverend 

William Wardell-Johnson, whose daughter Maude later married Francis's eldest son, Noel. Bird 

designed the residence, which was built by Charlie Layton, who was to provide his services in later 

Bird projects.60 Francis also travelled to Kalgoorlie regularly, to visit his daughter Mary and her 

lawyer husband, Felix Cowle. Their home, called Pinner after the family estate in England, is 

described by David Bird as a design of his grandfather.61 A number of private homes in Albany have 

also been described by David Bird as the work of Francis. The first advertisement for tenders for a 

‘Brunswick Road Villa’ appeared in the local press in January 1890 but there is no reference to a 

particular address.62 David remembers being shown by his grandfather the homes he was involved 

with, and both their ages and similar design supports the link. 63 David Bird lists these as: 

• 96 Brunswick Road, 

• 120 Brunswick Road, Ailsa Craige, (also known as Lawley House) 1903 

• 136 Brunswick Road, Parkville House, extensions for Samuel Mitchell, Lighthouse Keeper, 

1890s 

• 64 Spencer Street, 1890 

• 75 & 77 Albany Highway, 1890s 

• 120 Burgoyne Road, Whispering Pines, 1900-1905 

• 18 Stirling Terrace 

From 1894 advertisements for tenders were to be found in the press for the construction of the 

Albany Courthouse and extensions to the Post Office Building. At this stage, Bird was still only 

working in private practice. A letter from the time written by Bird to then Premier and family friend, 

John Forrest, indicates that his architectural practice was struggling to maintain his growing family. 

In the letter, Bird asked to be considered for two positions – Under Secretary of Works, or the 

Resident Magistrate at Esperance. He also spoke of the failed attempts he had made to start brick-

making concerns in Albany, and a building society, owing to ‘the complete stoppage of any private 

building’ in Albany at the start of the gold rushes.64 Neither of the two posts was actually available 

 
60 The Priory, City of Albany Municipal Inventory, Place Number 15447, 2001, 
http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/4cfc7321-7dd8-47bc-8c97-3ee7d256050f. 
Layton was also involved in the building of the Albany Courthouse, and Robinson Hall. 
61 Bird, Interview, p. 7, 2014 
62 'Tenders', Australian Advertiser (Albany), 8 January 1890. 
63 The details on some of these can be found in: Municipal Inventory, City of Albany, 2001, Heritage Council of 
WA, 03338, 15443, 15440, 04297. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/public. 
64 Francis Bird, Letter to Premier John Forrest, 11 September 1895, State Records Office of Western Australia, 
AU WA S675- cons527 1895/2513  
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and Forrest was forced to reply in the negative to Bird’s request. By the end of 1895, however, Bird 

had been employed to supervise works in Albany and the Southwest. From July 1897, in the Returns 

of the Colonial Secretary’s Office, he is simply recorded as ‘District Officer, Albany’.65 

What this suggests is that either the increasing volume of work being undertaken by the 

department, or the sophistication of this work, was becoming too much to be adequately managed 

by the existing, mostly Perth-based staff. Some elements of the designs by Temple Poole involved 

rare and intricate details. In reference to this, David Bird explains the family view that Bird was 

integral to the successful realisation of these designs: 

I know that he was proud of the archway that Temple-Poole designed and he actually 

completed…at the Court House. It’s strange in fact that Temple-Poole would design a 

building that was beyond the capabilities of the state tradesmen to construct.66 

Bird’s role in the completion of the courthouse is highlighted by his presence at the official opening, 

alongside Acting Premier E.H. Wittenoom, Minister for Works and Railways, F.H. Piesse and Attorney 

General R.H. Pennefather – while George Temple Poole was a noticeable absentee.67 Poole had 

attended the laying of the foundation stone, in December, 1896, but the Bird family was also 

represented.  

The extensions to the Albany Post Office also called for particular skills. According to historian 

Robert Stephens, the additions were ‘designed by Government Architect of the day, Mr Poole, 

erected by Tighe Bros, under the supervision of Mr Francis Bird of Strawberry Hill’.68 Francis was 

responsible for all Public Works projects south of Beverley to Albany, and eastwards to the South 

Australian border. Tender advertisements in his name appeared regularly up until 1911, and 

included works such as the Wagin School, Albany Harbour Master’s Quarters and Albany School 

Master’s Quarters.69 Further afield, PWD projects in the 1890s under Temple-Poole included a range 

of Esperance buildings, including the Courthouse, School, and Post and Telegraph Station. The 

Norseman Telegraph Station and Police Station were built in 1896 and 1897, and five further 

telegraph stations were completed by 1898 – Bremer Bay, Esperance, Israelite Bay, Balladonia and 

Eucla.70 The work entailed an incredible amount of travel, either by horseback, rail or ship. In a letter 

to her daughter Mary, Maude describes Francis leaving for Balladonia a day after the wedding of son 

 
65 Blue Books: Official Returns of the Colonial Secretary's Office. 
66 Bird, Interview, p. 6, 2014 
67 'Albany Week', Albany Advertiser, 8 February 1898, p. 3. 
68 Robert Stephens, History of the Albany Post Office, 1964,  Albany History Collection/Robert Stephens 
Collection, 19M/2. 
69 'Advertising', Albany Advertiser, 8 November 1901, p. 2; 'Tenders', Albany Advertiser, 22 October 1901, p. 2. 
70 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:. 
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Harold in 1904, describing it as ‘a horrid jaunt’. The journey involved sailing to Esperance, then to 

Israelite Bay, and then over 120 miles overland on bush tracks to Balladonia. In all it could be aver a 

month away from home.71 For a modest wage, that had to be regularly supplemented by private 

commissions, Bird had a significant amount of responsibility in a decade of infrastructure 

development driven by the gold discoveries. It was very seldom, however, that his work was 

recognised – something that his son Ivan described with apparent frustration: 

My father drew nearly all the plans, supervised all public buildings, from Beverley to 

Eucla. Unfortunately, he had no push or ambition, was a poor public speaker, and hated 

the limelight.72 

The precise date of Bird’s retirement is unclear. In March 1911 it was reported that he had been 

‘transferred’ to the goldfields.73 This was evidently short-lived as further newspaper reports describe 

his retirement from the PWD later in 1911. The following excerpt suggests that Bird was an unwilling 

retiree, determined to continue his architectural practice. It also corroborates that he had served 

the Public Works Department in Albany for several years before gaining permanent employment in 

1897: 

Mr. F. Bird has retired after 20 years' service as district architect under the Public Works 

Department. He has taken offices in Devonshire Buildings and will there practice his 

profession.74 

Two commissions from the firm of Drew, Robinson and Co. demonstrate the variety of projects 

Bird’s private practice continued to explore, even after his retirement from government service. One 

was a simple warehouse, presumably to house stock for the company’s department store in Albany, 

and the second was the construction of Robinson Hall – a community building in the heart of a 

property development of 160 blocks, west of Albany.75  This development had been championed by 

local politician Herbert Robinson, and the Hall paid for by his father’s firm, with the intention of 

providing a community facility and a schoolroom for new settlers in the area. In an indication of the 

continuing significance of Bird’s buildings, the correspondent for the Albany Advertiser wrote, in 

1912: 

 
71 Augusta Maude Bird, Letter to Mary Cowle, Albany, WA, 2 April 1904, Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of 
Mary Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/82. 
72 Ivan Bird, Notes on Albany Schools, 1960,  Albany History Collection/Robert Stephens Collection, 75M. 
73 'Local News', Albany Advertiser, 1 March 1911, p. 2. 
74 'Personal', Albany Advertiser, 9 August 1911, p. 3. 
75 'Advertising', Albany Advertiser, 13 March 1912, p. 2. 
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The new hall was designed by Mr F. Bird, the architect, and the contractor was Mr. G. F. 

Layton. It is built of jarrah … weatherboard and the exterior design is distinctly 

ornamental. The Mayor, in declaring the hall open, said there were red letter days in the 

history of every town. The present he regarded as one in the progress of Albany, for the 

opening of that hall drew attention to the marvellous progress that had been made on 

the Robinson Estate. The amount of work done in a in a limited time was truly 

astonishing.76 

By 1913 his retirement from public office was confirmed when he set off to England with Maude on 

an extended holiday to visit his family – his first since arriving in the colony.77 Bird may not have 

become a Fellow of the Royal British Institute of Architects but his ability and impact are evident in 

the appreciation with which his work was received over three decades. A letter written by Albany 

MLA, C.C. Keyser, after Bird had taken six months off from the Department of Works to act as 

Magistrate for the Plantagenet and Albany Local Courts in 1904, best illustrates this high regard: 

Dear Mr Bird, 

I had a conversation with the Minister for Works this afternoon… and he is quite satisfied 

that you are one of the best architects in the employ of the government.78 

 

High Style in Western Australia: Bird’s architecture and its influences 

Bird’s architectural catalogue was so broad that it is difficult to categorise easily in terms of style. On 

the surface, many of his buildings are indicative of what Cox and Lucas would describe as ‘Australian 

vernacular’ – simple structures that owe more to necessity and function than a decorative style – 

but particular features, and his more expensive commissions, indicate an awareness and imitation of 

national and international trends. It is these commissions that suggest that Western Australia before 

the gold-rushes was not unaffected by broader developments in architecture, and that examples of 

‘high style’ were not uncommon. Eclecticism, and an attachment to the European styles that 

included Classicism, Gothic, Renaissance and Queen Anne, were central to architecture in the 

Victorian era where, according to Newsome, style was ‘more collage than ordered composition’. This 

 
76 'The Robinson Estate', Albany Advertiser, 24 April 1912, p. 3. 
77 'Local News', Albany Advertiser, 17 May 1913, p. 3. 
78 Charles C. Keyser, Letter to Francis Bird, Perth, WA, 7 December 1904, Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of 
Mary Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A. (original in Author’s possession) 
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can be clearly seen in the works of Francis Bird described in this chapter, and reflect his upbringing in 

the Victorian era—a time when, according to Kelly Mays: 

By debating their very lack of architectural consensus and inventiveness, the Victorians 

did indeed invent themselves.79 

A central theme of this study is the degree to which Bird retained a sense of Englishness throughout 

his life in Australia, and a focus of this chapter is the extent to which his architectural designs were 

influenced by his upbringing and training in Britain, or whether they responded more to the 

environment and tastes he found in Australia.  

A series of government building projects in England, from the 1850s to the 1880s, had generated a 

wide-ranging debate over style in that country – a debate that would have been familiar to the 

architects under which Bird trained. Known as the 'battle of the styles', this debate centred on the 

battle between advocates of Classic and Gothic architecture but also a number of associated 

conflicts, including disputes over the various forms of Gothic architecture, calls for a new, modern 

style, and efforts to promote architecture as a professional discipline, alongside engineering and 

archaeology.80 Anthony King also describes this time as the ‘gestation period’ for the style of the 

private home known as the bungalow—a style that originated in Britain’s subtropical colonies but 

became popular in England, the United States and Australia as a result of large-scale urbanisation 

and growing middle-class wealth.81 Bird’s architectural style clearly reflects these influences, yet his 

buildings also demonstrate enough of his own consistent and recognisable stylistic elements to 

suggest he was not limited by them, and that he was also affected by his environment and its 

resources, his clients and their society, and his own tastes and life experiences. 

 
79 Mays, 'How the Victorians Un-Invented Themselves: Architecture, the Battle of the Styles, and the History of 
the Term Victorian', p. 23. 
80 Ibid., p. 4. 
81 Anthony D. King, 'The bungalow: an Indian contribution to the West', History Today, Vol. 32, 1982. 
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Church Architecture 

Using his churches as a starting point, Bird’s architecture clearly demonstrates a Victorian style and, 

by extension, his training and upbringing. Francis Bird was an Englishman in the Victorian era, and 

his six years of training in England placed him 

at the centre of the ‘battle of the styles’. Bird’s 

churches in Western Australia have each been 

described as Gothic in style, with Dongara’s St 

John the Baptist church described as Victorian 

Gothic, and St John’s in Northam as Victorian 

Academic Gothic.82 The Gothic features of the 

Dongara design were modest but still well-

evident, including exterior wall buttresses, the 

steeply pitched roof and belltower, and the 

pointed arches of the windows and entry. In 

Northam, a larger budget, and the availability of dressed stone allowed for a grander design, with its 

landmark tower, lancet windows with tracery, and finer masonry detail. 

Working under ecclesiastical architect, Ewan 

Christian, had evidently influenced the young Bird, 

who followed the prevailing beliefs of the time that 

church buildings should be Gothic in style. 

Christian’s own architectural development has 

been described as having ‘trod a familiar path; a 

Pugin man in the 1850s, Muscular [Gothic] in the 

1860s and Tudor-Old English in the 1870s.’83 

Pugin’s Gothic-inspired Houses of Parliament, 

completed in 1860, inspired many architects, and 

Francis would have been well-aware of his 

influence. In her biography, Phoebe Stanton concludes that Pugin’s ‘buildings became the basis for 

 
82 St John’s Anglican Church and Parish Hall, Northam, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2009, Register of 
Heritage Places (Permanent Entry), No. 01891 
http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Admin/api/file/3a2105ae-8ef6-ede5-56af-9217ffebe0c2; St. John the 
Baptist Anglican Church, Dongara, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1998, Register of Heritage Places 
(Permanent Entry), No. 01212. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Admin/api/file/98fe1940-7832-1c6a-
5c9c-0a0f67b361ae. 
83 Mark Girouard, The Victorian Country House, Oxford, Clarendon, 1971. 

 

 

Figure 11 St John the Baptist Anglican Church, Dongara. 
(Photograph by author) 

Figure 12 St John’s Anglican Church, Northam. Michal Lewi/ 
Wikimedia Commons/Public Domain, 2007. 
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the generation of churches that would follow’.84 Bird’s decision to opt for Gothic designs for his 

churches, however, may have been made for more practical reasons than a desire to follow 

Christian's or Pugin’s styles. Gothic churches were the norm during this period. He could hardly have 

broken with tradition and continue to win contracts. The Northam church, for instance, was a similar 

design to the Catholic church in nearby York and the five other Anglican churches built in Western 

Australia between 1885 and 1900 all exhibit Gothic features.85 Architectural historian, John Taylor, 

supports this reality of the period: 

Although outmoded, it was a required style, as Gothic was still the only fashion 

acceptable to Australian clergy seeking appropriate religious imagery at the time. It 

would be another few decades before pioneering ecclesiastical architects such as Fr John 

Hawes (1876-1956) persuaded Western Australians that there were other design styles 

more appropriate to the local climate.86 

While these Gothic-inspired churches may have indicated a conservative and increasingly out-of-

date style, it was by no means the ‘primitive’ architecture, and general ‘lack of style’ that Freeland 

suggests typified Western Australia before the 1890s. The parishioners in each case were 

determined to build substantial churches and find the resources to do so. Agitation for an Anglican 

church at Dongara is said to have begun with the arrival of Samuel Moore’s wife, Eliza, in 1871. The 

land was granted in 1873 but it took twelve more years of fund-raising to raise the £600 required to 

build the church, with the foundation stone laid in 1885.87 In Northam, the time spent in fund-raising 

was more abbreviated but still involved the wider community, as well as significant contributions 

from local identities, such as George Throssell, who donated £200. Northam was a much more 

substantial town by this time and had benefited from the opening of a railway link to Perth. The 

financial capacity of the Northam parish therefore naturally surpassed that of the smaller town of 

Dongara. The final cost of the works was calculated at £1300 when work began in 1889.88 

In each case, the decision to employ a Perth-based architect rather than a local builder to design 

these churches was, in itself, a reflection of the community’s desire for high style. This supports 

Taylor’s view that the 1880s were the architectural turning point for Western Australia—not the 

1890s. Where previously the Catholic and Protestant churches would appoint designers from within, 

and there were few opportunities for architects outside government employment, from the 1880s 

 
84 Phoebe Stanton, Pugin, London, Thames and Hudson, 1971, p. 194. 
85 Heritage and Conservation Professionals, St John's Church and Parish Hall: Conservation Plan, p. 42. 
86 Taylor, 'Joseph John Talbot Hobbs', p. 97. 
87 John J. Taylor, Conservation Plan for St John the Baptist Church, 2010. 
88 Heritage and Conservation Professionals, St John's Church and Parish Hall: Conservation Plan, p. 22. 
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private architects were increasingly able to grow their practice. With the growth of railways opening 

up the hinterland, telegraph communications, investment from the east, and the first gold 

discoveries, ‘gradually the pace of change in Western Australia quickened’.89 In Bird’s church 

architecture, however, a willingness to undertake commissioned projects of Gothic-inspired high 

style is evident before the influence of gold. 

Aside from adopting Gothic style, there is further evidence of links between the features of Bird’s 

church designs, and the architectural choices of those under whom he was trained. As mentioned 

earlier, Bird had begun his training at age sixteen, under the tutelage of John Elliott in Southampton. 

Elliott was an architect, surveyor and civil engineer between 1832 and 1868.90 In his early career, he 

had surveyed and worked on the restoration of many churches in the diocese of Chichester, and was 

the ‘honorary architect to the Sussex Diocesan Association’. Ultra-Protestant and anti-Catholic, he 

saw ecclesiastical architecture ‘as a battle between true and false religion, between the simplicity of 

the Protestant plan of churches based on the ideals of the first nine centuries and the subsequent 

distortion of the Popish arrangement of churches'. 

A strong belief that outward form was a reflection of inward spirituality – what Elliott 

called sacramentality – produced a catalogue of sometimes oddly proportioned and 

idiosyncratic churches.91 

Bird’s Dongara church was not ‘oddly proportioned’ but it did have a simplicity of church design that 

reflected Elliott’s works. At Dongara, the building’s walls are of rendered rubble, painted plain white, 

inside and out, with exposed timber roof trusses and unadorned interior walls.  Images of Coalville 

Church in Leicestershire – extended and refurbished by John Elliott in 1853 – demonstrate a similar 

style. (see Figures 13 & 14) This contrasted with the prevailing Gothic style of exposed stone and 

greater ornamentation. According to Apperley, ‘In Australia, Victorian Gothic [was] essentially a 

masonry style’.92 

 
89 Taylor, 'Joseph John Talbot Hobbs', p. 43. 
90 John Elliott, Sotonopedia. 
91 Ibid., p. 3. 
92 Apperly et al., A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the 
present, p. 78. 
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Figure 13 The interior at Dongara. (Photograph by author) 

 

 

Figure 14 Interior of Christchurch, Coalville. (Image from the Church website: http://www.christchurchcoalville.com) 

 

Another connection to Elliott’s style is evident in St John’s in Northam. Elliott’s preference for an 

earlier, more Norman aesthetic, is evident in a number of the church towers he built or restored. 

The Northam tower, with its castellated, square top – rather than the more common pointed spire – 

follows this preference, as seen in the following comparison. 
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Figure 15 Parish Church of St Helier, Jersey – Restored by John Elliott in 1864, whilst Bird was a pupil.  (Photo by Danrok - 
Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=25768062) 

 

 

Figure 16 St John’s, Northam. (Photo courtesy of WA Heritage Council & David Treloar) 

The nearby St Patrick’s Catholic Church in York, also built in Victorian Academic Style, featured a 

taller, pointed spire that was completed around the same time as St John’s.93 While Bird’s design 

was affected by greater financial constraints, in comparison with St Patrick’s, it also demonstrates a 

clearly different stylistic direction that may have been a product of his own Protestantism but also 

the influences of his English training under Elliott. 

Following his training under Elliot, the young Francis then spent two years as an improver under the 

tutelage of Sir Ewan Christian. Over the course of his career, Christian was responsible for more than 

40 new churches, 140 restorations, over 200 church residences, numerous schools and a large 

number of country houses.94 For his church designs, he preferred simple designs and modest heights 

 
93 St Patrick's Catholic Church, York, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places 
(Permanent Entry), No. 02878. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/6f53df4c-f149-
4f34-a94b-75f2d110876f. 
94 Unknown, 'The Royal Gold Medal', Journal of Proceedings - Royal Institute of British Architects, 3 March, 
1887, p. 204. 
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for rural churches, based on the principles of ‘sound construction and suitability for the intended 

purpose’.95 A similar sentiment in Bird’s designs, indicated by his basic stone church at Kenwick, the 

simple render of his Dongara design, and the lack of elaborate spires and ornamentation at 

Northam. 

One of Christian’s church designs, that of St Stephens in Spitalfields, London, has even been 

described as ugly: 

…the windows, as will be noticed, are small, and in two ranges, the lowest being placed 

at a considerable height from the ground. To our thinking, nothing can well surpass the 

ugliness of the exterior.96  

A link between this description and the church at Dongara is particularly evident in the high window 

placements seen in Figure 17. 

 

Figure 17 Eastern window at St John the Baptist, Dongara 

The Spitalfields church, demolished in 1930, was more elaborate than Bird’s Dongara church, with its 

curved apse and additional aisles on either side of the central nave, but it did include a further, and 

more specific link to Bird’s Dongara design – its reversal of the traditional western entrance and 

eastern altar. In Dongara, Bird was faced with the problem of dealing with the ever-present and 

potentially damaging afternoon sea breezes that characterise the coastal location. To design a 

church with a western entrance at the mercy of these strong winds would be submitting 

parishioners to unnecessary discomfort every Sunday, and perhaps put the structure at risk. Instead, 

 
95 J. Standen Adkins, 'Ewan Christian: A Memoir', Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 30 
September, 1911, p. 726. 
96 'Commercial Street', in F.H.W. Sheppard (ed.), Survey of London: Volume 27, Spitalfields and Mile End New 
Town, London County Council, 1957, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/survey-london/vol27/pp256-264 
[accessed 20 January 2017]. 
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he chose to put the entrance at the Eastern end – something which was extremely rare in church 

architecture but had already been done by his mentor, Christian, in the 1860s. The site in Spitalfields 

was limited by the odd-shaped site and proximity to the street, and had therefore required a similar 

flexibility in established church-building principles: 

A church and vicarage erected at Spitalfields in 1860 may be mentioned as an example of 

Mr Christian’s skill in adapting the plan of his buildings to the most unpromising of sites 

and of his disregard of conventional ideas when practical reasons existed for departure 

from them: the employment of an apsidal west-end in conjunction with a square-ended 

chancel is probably unique.97 

 

 

Figure 18 Plan of St John the Baptist Church, Dongara. The porch to the East is a later addition. (John Taylor, Conservation 
Plan for St John the Baptist Church, 2010) 

 

 

Figure 19 St Stephens Church, Spitalfields. (Survey of London: Volume 27, Spitalfields and Mile End New Town, London, 
1957) 

 
97 Adkins, 'Ewan Christian: A Memoir', p. 719. 
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Although Bird’s churches were generally Gothic, they each had their own style, according to the 

budget he was working with and the type and availability of local materials. In Cannington/Kenwick, 

the church was built of local stone and jarrah timber, which reflects its location amongst the timber 

milling operations of the Perth hinterland. The church was small and cost only £400. It included an 

octagonal apse, in a nod to more ornamental styles, but was simply built and only lasted two 

decades before being torn down and the stone used for road building.98 The Dongara church was 

constructed of plastered, rubble-filled walls, indicating a shortage of dressed stone, in contrast to 

Northam, where stone was more available and the budget was considerably higher. All were Gothic 

in nature, however, and each reflected aspects of Bird’s own Protestantism and training, as well as 

the tastes of his clients and the sensibilities of the period. 

Residential Architecture: Bird's Homes for the Wealthy 

It was in Bird’s residential commissions that he could explore the more extravagant Victorian styles, 

and in the decade before Freeland describes Western Australian architecture as having been ‘dipped 

bodily into a bucket of pure Victoriana’.99 For Freeland, as mentioned earlier, Western Australian 

architecture before the 1890s was ‘raw’ and ‘primitive’ but, in the fine houses that Bird built for 

himself, his friends and associates, and other members of the Perth elite, there were significant 

exceptions to this rule. Bird would also be responsible for many more modest homes, especially in 

the town of Albany, into the 1890s and after. In these homes, strict budgets and available local 

materials were foremost in shaping the designs and ornamentation but the stylistic influences Bird 

brought to his architecture were still evident. In these simple buildings, it is possible to again detect 

reflections of his architectural mentors and English background, as well as links to his earlier 

immersion in the Western Australian timber industry. 

Unlike his more modest works, Bird’s more expensive commissions demonstrate the full range of 

Victorian ornamentation. Classification of these houses includes a broad range of styles, from 

Georgian, to Victorian Gothic and Filigree, to Queen Anne and, later, Federation Bungalow (Villa). 

Charles Harper’s Woodbridge is described as ‘Victorian Filigree’ by the Heritage Council of Western 

Australia, and this description is also given to the original Bird portion of The Grosvenor hotel.100 The 

two houses – The Grosvenor having begun life as a residence – share a range of features, including 

 
98 Kenwick Pioneer Cemetery, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1992, Register of Heritage Places, No. 
03248. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/ae475c8a-04d0-41e6-83e4-
bb84e6aa1f9d. 
99 See Chapter One. 
100 Ron Bodycoat, Grosvenor Hotel: Conservation Plan, Perth, WA, 2009. p. 73; Woodbridge, Heritage Council of 
Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places, No. 02528. 
http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/542195cf-13b4-4a9e-97b9-f3e47e24db1c. 
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hipped roofs of iron on timber, extensive, often elaborate timber joinery, and their two-storeyed 

balconies with decorative iron-work. Woodbridge is described as having a ‘strong vertical 

emphasis’,101 based on its tower, steep roof and high ceilings, but most evident in the narrow iron 

columns of its double height verandah – a feature it shares with The Grosvenor.  

It is the ironwork of the verandahs that is most important in identifying the two designs as Victorian 

Filigree. Apperly describes the style as most common in the ‘prosperous 1870s and 1880s’ –referring 

to the eastern colonies of Australia – and based on the development of Australia’s own iron 

foundries to make the cast-iron components required.102  

 

Figure 20 Sections of restored ironwork at the Grosvenor (left) and Woodbridge (right) today. (Author’s own photographs) 

Apperly does recognise that before cast iron was available in Australia, it was imported from Britain, 

and this was where the cast-iron elements of Woodbridge were sourced. Original invoices show that 

Bird procured the iron-work through contacts of his elder brother Stanley in London, and it included 

24 iron columns for the ground floor of the balcony, and 20 more for the level above.103 It is these 

columns that architect John Pidgeon describes as a ‘unique feature’ for Western Australia at the 

time, given that no foundries that could produce them existed in the colony at the time. Even more 

exceptional was that these columns, being hollow, were used to convey rainwater from the roof 

above to the ground level concrete water tank. Although such use is not evident at The Grosvenor, 

the columns were also cast iron – in an era when timber columns were predominant. Western 

 
101 John Pidgeon and Oline Richards, Conservation Plan, Woodbridge, West Midland, WA, National Trust of 
Australia (WA), Perth, 1995. p. 63 
102 Apperly et al., A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the 
present, p. 60. 
103 The account/invoice from the Rotherham Foundry, via Stanley Bird of Edgware Road, can be found in 
Charles Harper, Family Papers, 1842-1912,  Battye Library, ACC 1973A. 
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Australia had two iron foundries by the 1880s but the capacity for decorative ironwork was limited 

until the gold rush period – with thirteen foundries active by 1895. Even then, the iron work was 

primarily balustrades, friezes and brackets.104 In the conservation plan for Woodbridge, Pidgeon 

explains that such cast-iron columns were seen in some Roebourne buildings ten years later but 

were otherwise ‘rare’ in Western Australia.105 

The Heritage Council of Western Australia lists only one other contemporaneous example of a 

Victorian Filigree house with cast-iron balcony supports – Hillside Lodge, in Albany. Built in 1886, 

Hillside Lodge was designed by South Australian architect, Thomas English, who possibly could have 

arranged for an Adelaide foundry to supply the materials.106 The use of cast-iron filigree on two-

storeyed buildings was significantly more common during the gold rush period, but even then the 

use of iron columns was rare, with significant examples such as the Rose, and Prince of Wales hotels 

in Bunbury using iron lace-work but between timber supports, in a style described as ‘Federation 

Filigree’.107 Iron balcony supports can be seen at the Windsor Hotel, in South Perth – a Talbot Hobbs 

design – but this was also built over a decade after Bird’s homes.108 Iron columns can be seen today 

at the Prince of Wales Hotel but these are a later addition, marked ‘Metters’. The Metters company 

did not arrive in Western Australia until 1896 and concentrated on stoves and baths until first 

advertising ornamental castings in 1910.109 Bird's use of cast-iron is therefore significant, given that 

he introduced it well before others. 

Although lacking iron filigree, Bird’s houses in Claremont were also two-storied, double-balconied 

homes. The architecture of Corry Lynn and Craigmuir are given the stylistic description of ‘Gothic’, 

although for features that bear little comparison to his Gothic church designs. Apperly describes the 

Gothic Revival residential style as one where ‘Asymmetry and verticality were calculated 

 
104 White, 'Building in Western Australia 1881-1939', p. 111. 
105 Pidgeon and Richards, Conservation Plan, Woodbridge, West Midland, WA. pp. 18, 75 
106 Hillside Lodge, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1995, Register of Heritage Places (Permanent Entry), 
No. 03572. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/PrintSingleRecord/fcfe7fea-cccd-4cd1-
abcd-128d080a64f5. 
107 Rose Hotel, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places (Permanent Entry), No. 
00376. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/26e5be6a-5916-43ac-b26b-
9f6cb1fea824; Prince of Wales Hotel, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places 
(Permanent Entry), No. 00354. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/14839013-
b4dd-453f-a4f2-6486d2c5ebfe. 
108 Windsor Hotel, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places (Permanent Entry), 
No. 02392. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/1a8f75b5-9c3d-428e-959d-
a380d75171b5. 
109 Joyce Gibberd, 'Metters, Frederick (Fred) (1858–1937)', in Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, 2005, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/metters-frederick-fred-13097/text23695 
(accessed 4 November 2007). 
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features…[but] the style did not eschew symmetry.’ 110 The Bird family’s insistence that the family’s 

Albany property be known by its full name, The Old Farm at Strawberry Hill, perhaps demonstrates 

the important influence of Horace Walpole’s 'Strawberry Hill Gothic' on Francis Bird, and not just for 

church designs.111 Walpole's Strawberry Hill in Twickenham, not far from the Bird family's London 

base, has been described as 'the first Gothic Revival structure in Europe', and a model for the Gothic 

aesthetic in residential architecture.112 

 

Figure 21 Strawberry Hill, Twickenham. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Strawberry_Hill_House_from_garden_in_2012_after_restoration.jpg 

 A statement of significance in 1996 describes Craigmuir as ‘the Gothic style much valued at the time 

it was built’.113 Both Craigmuir and Bird's own home in Claremont were clearly asymmetric in their 

design, a feature of Gothic Revival architecture, and continue the theme of vertical emphasis, which 

was particularly evident in Corry Lynn’s steep roof, pointed stone arches and crenellated tower. This 

combination of verticality, pointed arches and battlements, also seen in St Johns, Northam, are a 

feature at Twickenham. 

 
110 Apperly et al., A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the 
present, pp. 80-81. 
111 It was only after the death of Francis's granddaughter, Verna 'Jane' Goodman, a staunch advocate of 
Strawberry Hill, that the name reverted to simply 'The Old Farm' under the National Trust. 
112 'Strawberry Hill', World Monuments Fund, https://www.wmf.org/project/strawberry-hill (accessed 29 
November). 
113 Erickson and Taylor, Old Burnside House, p. 3.1.1. 
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Figure 22 Craigmuir (1888) as it appears today. This is the south side, where the asymmetry is only shown by the gable, and 
would have originally afforded expansive views of the Swan River. The original walls, French doors and windows can be 

seen beyond the much-altered façade. (Photograph by author) 

Another example of Bird’s more expensive domestic commissions is The Priory, in Albany. The Priory 

is listed as ‘Queen Anne’ in style but continues the Bird theme of two-storied elegance and extensive 

verandahs, as seen below.114 Gothic elements are also evident. The high gable and narrow verandah 

posts give the distinctive asymmetry and vertical emphasis, and the original fabric still visible beyond 

the more recent additions includes the elaborate timber joinery that is indicative of Bird’s designs, 

with French doors a feature, and arched openings. 

 

Figure 23 The Priory (1891), Albany. (Photograph by author) 

Another identifying feature of Bird’s residential designs was the incorporation of indoor plumbing, 

based on the use of extensive rainwater collection, raised and underground tanks, and windmills or 

hand pumps to raise water to the elevated tanks. Mary Cowle described the system at Corry Lynn, in 

Claremont, as comprising a ‘huge underground cement tank’, and a second tank in the tower to 

 
114 The Priory, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2000, Register of Heritage Places, No. 15447. 
http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/4cfc7321-7dd8-47bc-8c97-3ee7d256050f. 
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supply the upstairs bathroom. Their gardener ‘pumped, with a huge hand pump, water up to fill the 

bathroom tank whenever it needed it.’115  

 

Figure 24. Corry Lynn (1887). Courtesy of Freshwater Bay Museum, 89.212. Note the bathroom tower on the right. 

A water tank stand adjacent to the toilet, scullery and bathroom is also evident in the original plans 

for Craigmuir, built soon after Corry Lynn.116 Similarly, invoices from the original construction of 

Woodbridge ‘…confirm that the inside toilet arrangements (an advanced concept for the times) were 

an original part of the structure.’117 At Woodbridge, as with Craigmuir, the bathroom water tank was 

external to the building, as seen in Figures 25 and 26. 

 

 

Figure 25. An early photograph of the river end of Woodbridge, from the 1995 Conservation Plan, showing the raised water 
tank next to the upstairs bathroom. 

 
115 Mary Cowle, Corry Lynn House, 1959,  Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), 
ACC 2981A/84. Original in author’s possession. 
116 Erickson and Taylor, Old Burnside House. 
117 Pidgeon and Richards, Conservation Plan, Woodbridge, West Midland, WA, p. 16. 
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Figure 26 Plan of Craigmuir, redrawn from original in the 1930s. From the 1996 Conservation Plan. 

A water tank and indoor plumbing was also one of the first projects completed by Francis Bird when 

he began renovating Albany's Old Farm, Strawberry Hill.118 Although Bird was not responsible for the 

main building, his renovations demonstrate his personal design priorities. Another significant feature 

that Bird developed in Albany that had similarly appeared at Claremont, and at Woodloes on the 

Canning, was an extensive garden, set well back from the road, and a long driveway lined with trees. 

Bird's tree planting was recognised as significant at Woodloes by Bush in her 2015 site survey: 

The relatively rare bunya bunya pine (a local 

landmark), the fig tree and two olives trees amongst 

the other historic, mature trees identified as a 

collection, are import for their contribution to the 

aesthetic values of the property and the setting of the 

house…119 

 

 

 

 

While it could not be described as a unique feature of Bird's, this preference for an entrance 

reminiscent of a country estate provides another link to his childhood influences. Amongst other 

 
118 Ivan Bird, The Story of Strawberry Hill, Middleton Road, Albany, Western Australia, 1791-1891 and 1891-
1940, Albany WA, 1940, pp. 97-98. 
119 Fiona Bush, Archaeological Management Strategies for Woodloes Homestead Cannington, City of Canning, 
Perth, 2015, p.7. 

Figure 27 Woodloes, in 1974 (before 
restoration), showing the Bunya 
Bunya pine. (Photo from the 2015 
report) 
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improvements at the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill in the 1890s, Bird planted numerous garden beds 

and trees, lining the driveway with English poplars and firs. Where the Spencer family had earlier 

continued to operate the property as a farm, the Birds' English garden included beds for violets, 

primroses and carnations, and trellises for ivy, climbing roses and honey suckle. Pear trees and 

strawberries were planted in the paddocks. The driveway he improved ran down from Middleton 

Road, crossed the small stream then proceeded up to the house. The stream was dammed to create 

a small lake west of the driveway bridge. In England, the original driveway to Pinner Hall still exists, 

including the bridge over the Pin. Recent photographs of lands once part of the Birds' Pinner Estate 

demonstrate the presence of large, Victorian-era trees, and the 1865 map of the Estate clearly 

shows the stream and lake that would have been part of Francis's later childhood. 120 The lake at 

Pinner was used for ice-skating in winter but the Albany lake was more likely to be explored in 

home-made canoes.121
 

 

 

Figure 28 A map of the Birds' Pinner estate, showing the stream, lake and approaches. (London Metropolitan Archives) 

 

 
120 Pinner Hall: Purchase by George Bird, available from London Metropolitan Archives, ACC/0351/1123. 
121 The ice skating at Pinner is evident in photographs and engravings of the Pinner Local History Society. A 
number of photographs of the Bird boys and their home-made canoes are in the collection of Anthea Beeck, 
great granddaughter of Francis and Augusta Maude. 
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Figure 29 The photograph on the left is of the lane in Pinner today which once formed the main entrance to Pinner Hall. 
The original flint bridge over the Pin is still in use. (Photograph by author) On the right is a 1941 photograph of the 

driveway to the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill in Albany, featuring Augusta Maude and granddaughter Chloe. (Photograph 
courtesy of Ian Lunt) 

 

Photographs indicate the dark, tunnel-like drive created by dense roadside planting at the Old Farm. 

This style of driveway entrance was also evident at other, neighbouring properties in Pinner, as seen 

in Figure 30, and the long setbacks of these English estates from the nearby road appear replicated 

by Bird at Woodloes (from the Albany Highway), and Claremont (from Stirling Highway), as well as at 

the Old Farm in Albany. 122 A long drive or carriageway separated the home from passing traffic and 

dust on unsealed roads, and was more easily afforded in Australia, where space was not limited as in 

England. These driveways were not unusual in the colony, but this repeated feature, along with his 

English gardens, do suggest that Francis Bird retained a particular fondness for the country estates of 

his youth throughout his life. 

 

Figure 30 The entrance to Pinnerwood Farm – neighbouring the Birds' property in Pinner, and now a Conservation Area. 
(Photo from Harrow Council) 

 
122 Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Strategy: Pinnerwood Farm, Draft, London Harrow Council, 
2009, LDF Panel. 
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Many of the other recurring features of Bird’s more expensive residential commissions were 

similarly not unusual in Western Australia at the time but, when combined, demonstrated a 

particularly complex and individual style, at odds with ‘the colonial simplicity still to be observed in 

most houses of that period.’123 Bird made particular use of brick, using both Flemish Bond and 

English Bond, at The Grosvenor and Woodbridge respectively. Bird also favoured brick arched 

openings for both windows and doors, and tall, decorative chimneys of brick in all of these homes. 

Internal arches at The Grosvenor include a rendered keystone detail at the centre of each arch. The 

brick arches are often a depressed pointed arch, in a subtle Gothic fashion but similar to the 

flattened arches of Georgian style.124 A comparable use of brick for a prominent home during this 

period can be found at Mokine Homestead, Northam. Built in 1876, the two-storeyed house features 

Flemish Bond brickwork, and flattened brick arches described as ‘unusual’.125 The diversity of Bird’s 

Victorian designs becomes evident again at Craigmuir and Corry Lynn, where external arches formed 

an arcade supporting the first-floor balcony in a style that could be described as Italianate, or even 

classical.126 These were styles that Bird would have been familiar with, either from his own training, 

or the use of pattern books, which were widely used at the time – as described by Helen Long: 

The uses of publications ranged from ideas and advice for the middle classes, to essential 

reading for those involved in building, regarding building legislation, construction 

techniques and price guidance. Books were certainly intended to be used, either to 

inspire or to be copied, and often advertised tried-and-tested built designs. Builders could 

add instant architectural effect with a detail, such as an Italianate campanile, a Gothic 

doorway, a Tudor, Elizabethan or Dutch gable, a French-style roof, all of which features 

could be taken from a pattern book and adapted to suit the circumstances.127 

It is this adaptation that characterises Bird’s designs. Bird would deviate from the tried and tested 

when, for instance, utilising local stone, especially for foundations; with limestone used at Craigmuir 

and granite at Woodbridge and The Priory. The combination of stone and bricks may reflect 

budgetary constraints, and shortages of shaped stone and expert masons in the colony. This would 

explain the use of rough-cut stones and random, or irregular rubble masonry at Corry Lynn and The 

 
123 White, 'The Urban House during the Nineteenth Century', p. 179. 
124 Apperly et al., A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the 
present, p. 45. 
125 Northam Municipal Heritage Inventory, Shire of Northam, 2012, 
https://www.northam.wa.gov.au/profiles/northam/assets/clientdata/documents/content/planning/municipal
-heritage-inventory-21092012.pdf. p. 98 
126 Such arcades are also seen in Romanesque architecture but usually supported by columns. Apperly et al., A 
pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the present.  
127 Long, Victorian Houses and their Details: The Role of Publications in their Building and Decoration, p. 9. 
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Priory, similar to that used at St John’s in Northam. Granite was cut locally in Albany, and limestone 

was being quarried not far from Claremont, at Mosman Bay and Buckland Hill.128 The practicalities of 

using local stone were therefore important, but Bird’s use of brick, and his enthusiasm for using local 

stone may not have been simply a matter of pragmatism. Besides church architecture, Bird’s time 

with Ewan Christian had also involved domestic works, and once again the influence of his training 

may be seen in his own designs. Christian’s private homes have been described as ‘genuinely English 

in character, with many mullioned windows and tall chimneys and red-brick gables, carrying on the 

tradition of the 'stately homes of England', except in neighbourhoods where stone was procurable, 

for he never neglected local material.’ 129 

 

Figure 31 Examples of Bird’s combination of stone and brick – Woodbridge (left), where stone has been rendered and 
painted, and The Priory (right). Also evident are the pointed brick arches. (Author’s own photographs) 

Bird’s association with the timber industry in Western Australia was another influence on his style. It 

meant that he was well-acquainted with jarrah timber, which is not only evident in all his homes, but 

invariably a feature. Jarrah was a common building material across the colony but in Bird’s homes it 

would take on an extra dimension, with elaborate timber mouldings, windows, doors, staircases and 

fireplace surrounds. In his first home, Woodloes, Bird confidently left much of his internal jarrah 

timber unpainted – preferring varnish, and French polish for featured surfaces – and this was also, 

initially, the case at Woodbridge.130 Bird used timber mouldings as skirting boards, architraves 

around doors and windows, and in elements of his timber staircases. Bird’s experience in the timber 

industry is evident in the scale and sophistication of these mouldings. The profiles used in his 

 
128 G. Hadwen, 'Quarrying in Mosman Park', The Grove Community History Library, 2017, 
https://mosmanpark.wordpress.com/2017/02/01/quarrying-in-mosman-park/. 
129 George H. Birch, 'The late Ewan Christian', Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 28 February, 
1895, p. 333. 
130 Pidgeon and Richards, Conservation Plan, Woodbridge, West Midland, WA. p. 19 
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buildings are similar, especially for homes built within a few years of each other, and the joinery 

style provides a particular Bird signature to each house, as seen below. 

 

Figure 32 Timber mouldings at (from left) Craigmuir, the Grosvenor, and 
Woodbridge. 

A consistent jarrah feature of Craigmuir and The Grosvenor is the use of tongue and groove flooring 

– both inside, and on balconies. Although common later in Western Australia, Pigeon describes this 

as ‘advanced for the time’.131 The jarrah would continue into the staircases and fireplace surrounds, 

creating an opulent atmosphere redolent of Victorian hotels across the empire. The timberwork is 

solid timber, never veneer, and once again was at least originally unpainted in most cases, evident in 

the examples in Figure 33. Unusual in Western Australia, such use of solid timber was a feature 

similar to homes designed by Horbury Hunt, a contemporary in Sydney who may have been known 

to Bird having once been under the employ of Edmund Blacket: 

To him [Hunt] there was nothing more beautiful than the inherent qualities of the 

‘natural’ materials of timber, brick and stone…a soundly-built structure well and 

workmanly executed in its most sensible way and left unpainted and unplastered to be 

seen for what it was…132 

 

Figure 33 Jarrah timber joinery at, from left, 
Craigmuir, Woodbridge, and Craigmuir 
again. (Author’s own photographs) 

 
131 Ibid. p. 78 
132 Freeland, Architect Extraordinary. The Life and Work of John Horbury Hunt: 1838-1904, p. 218. 
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Another use of jarrah that is indicative of a Bird design is the use of a particular style of French 

doors. Wendy Lu Hackett describes the glass doors at Craigmuir as being almost identical to those 

added by her grandfather at The Old Farm, Strawberry Hill.133 Bird mostly used French doors as an 

extension of the windows, to allow access to his 

balconies, but also as external doors at Corry 

Lynn. These doors included particularly slender 

joinery, enabled by the superior density and 

strength of jarrah timber, with two or three 

glass lites in each door and panelled timber for 

the bottom third. The exception was at 

Woodbridge, where the doors consisted of one 

long pane of plate glass, which had been 

ordered from England.134 The French doors were 

often placed below a brick-arched opening and, 

in the case of Corry Lynn and The Priory, include 

a transom window above – indicating a desire of 

Bird to develop light-filled rooms as much as 

possible. In addition, the French doors could 

provide additional ventilation in Western 

Australia’s long summers, along with the extensive use of double-hung sash windows. Such windows 

have been described as ‘sophisticated mechanisms’ for their time, and appear in each house, in 

varying degrees of size and ornamentation. The sash windows were not the only response to 

summer heat. Cast-iron vents are evident in a number of rooms at The Grosvenor, and in each of 

Bird’s two-storey designs first floor rooms are interconnected by openings, which allowed for 

ventilation and the incorporation of sea breezes in cooling the homes. 

The inclusion of a basement, and usually with a fireplace hearth that would indicate use as a food 

preparation area, is also indicative of Bird’s designs, and perhaps a further example of an adaptation 

to the Perth climate. At Woodbridge, distinct cellar rooms indicate a food storage and preparation 

area, most likely to take advantage of cooler temperatures. Working in a kitchen in a hot Perth 

summer would have been intolerable at times, so a cooler basement for preparing meals was a 

 
133 Hackett, Interview, 2014 
134 A detailed invoice for the Woodbridge glass can be found in the Battye Library: Harper, Family papers, 
1842-1912. 

Figure 34 The Woodbridge plate glass order, from 1883. 
(From the Harper Family Papers, Battye Library) 
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practical addition. Bird first used the idea in his own home at Woodloes, even though the main 

kitchen was above it, but at The Grosvenor the basement kitchen appears to have been the only 

option for food preparation and, as a result, was a much larger space, as seen below. 

 

 

Figure 35 The cellar/basement of Woodloes (left) and The Grosvenor (right). (Author’s own photographs) 

In summary, Bird’s more expensive commissions gave him greater freedom in experimenting with 

styles, materials and technologies. The result is an overall style that is hard to narrow down or 

define. Nevertheless, in their eclecticism and ornament, his designs do fit with the broader 

description of ‘Victorian’ architecture, and the homes are clear evidence of ‘high style’ in the homes 

of wealthy Western Australians, before the gold rushes. The significance and distinctiveness of these 

buildings is best summed up in White’s description of Woodbridge: 

The irregularities of the plan and façade, the details of the brickwork with its curious 

window heads, chimney, ornamental panels and specially moulded bricks. And the 

strangely contrasting masses of the functional kitchen wing and fancy main rooms point 

to no particular style, but the elements are there of late Victorian domestic architecture 

which answered perfectly the demand for individuality and recognition of status by an 

increasingly prosperous middle class.135 

Residential Architecture: Bird's other homes 

Bird’s less expensive home designs may not be so obviously classified according to design, but 

contain elements of high style nonetheless. On outward appearances, Bird’s first home, Woodloes, 

has little in common with the homes described above, besides the presence of a cellar. It is certainly 

a simpler design and this reflects its more remote location, the earlier time period and perhaps a 

 
135 White, 'The Urban House during the Nineteenth Century', p. 179. 
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greater urgency to complete the home, given that Francis’ wife Maude had declared that their initial 

rented accommodation in Kenwick Park had too many snakes, and that the thatched roof was ‘alive 

with them’.136 The home was named after the country house of Bird’s cousins, the Ledbrooks, two 

miles out of Warwick, in England.137 Apart from the name, the rural location and steep roof, 

however, the two houses had nothing in common. 

 

Figure 36 Left: Exterior view of Woodloes House, Warwick, 
1957. Courtesy of Warwickshire County Council. Right: 
Woodloes, Cannington (1871). (Photograph by Author) 

The Heritage Council describes the style of the Cannington Woodloes as ‘Victorian regency’ It has 

some of the features of this style, such as the simple, symmetrical plan, the stonework, the 

windows, and the verandah. Perhaps more appropriately, however, Taylor describes Woodloes as 

‘colonial vernacular’, given its pragmatic layout, its subdued Victorian ornamentation, and the fact 

that it was made entirely of local materials and by local labour.138 This simplicity is also reflected in 

the home built by Bird for his daughter and son-in-law in Kalgoorlie, and the local homes he 

designed whilst living and working in Albany. The more practical and less costly homes built by Bird 

exhibit less ornamentation and are obviously smaller in size, but they nonetheless demonstrate a set 

of features that can be further used to define Bird’s characteristic style. 

The house he designed for his daughter and her husband in Kalgoorlie, Pinner, has more in common 

with Woodloes than Bird’s Albany homes. This is not surprising considering the climate at both 

Canning and Kalgoorlie, compared to the milder climes of Albany, and the fact that both were family 

homes. Although described in the Kalgoorlie Municipal Inventory as ‘Federation Bungalow’, Pinner 

has many of the Georgian, or Regency features, that connect it to Woodloes.139 The brokenback iron 

roof, extending out over deep verandahs, the symmetrical plan with a central entrance flanked by 

 
136 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Taylor, 'Joseph John Talbot Hobbs', p. 42. 
139 Hocking Planning and Architecture, Municipal heritage inventory: prepared for the City of Kalgoorlie-
Boulder, East Perth, 1995. 
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elongated double-sash windows, and the use of both brick and stone with quoined corners, are all 

features of an earlier style, rather than the federation period. As well as providing a home more 

suited to the Goldfields climate, it therefore also suggests a particular style preference, and perhaps 

a sentimental attachment to the Georgian style. 

The Albany houses, as identified by David Bird, exhibit more Gothic features, with their asymmetry, 

bay windows and gables providing a more vertical emphasis – as seen on the following page. They 

include both single-storey or bungalow style, and two-storey homes, and all include some form of 

verandah. Each has either stone walls or foundations, combined with brick, as well as large-pane 

sash windows. All have iron, hipped roofs, as well as prominent, decorative chimneys.  

Clearly the most identifiable feature is the projecting, octagonal bay window of the front reception 

room. For Freeland, this had become, by the 1880s, the signature feature of residential Gothic 

design. ‘The asymmetrical Gothic plan, in which a bow window projected forward, had been 

exaggerated until a whole room, usually a sitting room, stuck out past the line of any verandah to 

form an L-shaped front.’140 At times square, or parapet-topped, at other times with its own iron roof 

set into the gable, the bay window in Bird’s designs projects from one side of the house, creating a 

closed verandah at one end – at least originally. While this was not uncommon at the time, and was 

similar to the Federation Bungalow that became common through to World War One, this element 

of Bird’s designs was further evidence of Ewan Christian’s architectural influences on his pupil, and 

the middle-class home designs predominating in England at the time of Bird’s education and 

training. 

 

 
140 Freeland, Architecture in Australia: a history, p. 181. 
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Figure 37 The properties on this page were identified by 
David Bird as his grandfather’s designs in 2014. Many 
subsequent additions have been made but, in most cases, 
the identifiable asymmetrical design and projecting bay are 
still clear. (Author’s own photographs) 
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Central to any residential plan drawn by Christian was ‘the introduction of the maximum amount of 

sunlight…He delighted in providing what he called a “sun-trap”, some projecting bay or window in a 

canted angle to admit a few rays into a room which without it would, from its aspect, have been 

deprived of them.’ 141 Christian was not imparting a particularly unique style to his pupil, however, as 

the 1860s saw many English builders use, and develop the feature. Robert Kerr, in an 1865 

instructive to such builders, describes the ideal dining room as follows: 

 

Figure 38 An extract from an 1865 English guide to building design. Such a dining room layout was evident at Woodloes, 
Woodbridge and Pinner, Kalgoorlie. 142 

The use of a bay window was only one way in which Bird’s houses differed from the Federation 

Bungalow, which has been associated with Arts and Crafts principles and the American ‘Craftsman’ 

homes, rather than Gothic style.143 Bird’s homes had bungalow features, being usually one-storey 

and featuring large verandahs, but they had more complex hipped roofs, and did not feature dormer 

windows. Bird’s verandah roofs were usually separate from the main roof, raised on timber posts 

rather than masonry piers, and the walls of his houses were in most cases rendered, rather than face 

brick, as in the Arts and Crafts style. Designed and built around the time of Federation in Australia, 

Bird's Albany homes were bungalows in most cases but clearly did not follow the national style. A 

useful example of Francis Bird's house designs is the house he designed for Maude's sister Marion, 

who had married George Uglow in 1887 (Figure 39). It was located at 194 Middleton Road, across 

from the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill on a large, twenty-acre block. The couple lived in the house with 

their daughter until, after George's death, the building  becoming 'Greenstead School' in 1937.144 

 
141 Adkins, 'Ewan Christian: A Memoir', p. 726. 
142 Robert Kerr, The Gentleman's House, or, How to Plan English Residences, From the Parsonage to the Palace; 
with Tables of Accommodation and Cost, and a Series of Selected Plans, 2 edn., London, John  Murray, 1865, p. 
94. 
143 Apperly et al., A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the 
present, p. 144. 
144 'Greenstead School', Mount Barker and Denmark Record, 29 September 1938, p. 5. 
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This home clearly demonstrates the protruding bay, rendered façade, and iron roof, along with other 

Bird features, such as the verandah design. 

 

 

Figure 39 Greenstead (Photo courtesy of Albany Historical Collection) 

Particular design features in Federation era Albany homes, however, may also be attributed to the 

local environment, and the availability of materials at the time. Albany local historian, Bonnie Hicks, 

describes early Albany architecture as Georgian in style, with liberal use of the readily available 

granite in order to withstand the extreme south coast weather. She explains, however, that a limited 

version of Gothic Revival was evident from the 1860s – described as a 'compromise style', due to 

limited funds. It did include steeply pitched roofs, decorative woodwork, odd angles, fretwork and 

ornate bargeboards – also evident in the Bird designs. Rendered facades were common in the town, 

with walls usually whitewashed with the abundant lime from south coast kilns. This lime was carried 

by boat from Little Grove.145 According to Hicks, in the 1890s the gold rushes led to ‘particularly 

florid architecture’ in public buildings such as the town hall, Masonic Lodge, courthouse and Post 

Office, as well as hotels and banks but private homes remained modest in design, given that Albany 

residents did not generally enjoy the wealth of others in the state.146 

Bird was no doubt responding to local tastes in his consistent designs, as well as to a budget. It is 

also clear that he used local materials such as granite foundations and Albany bricks. Even these 

modest designs, however, demonstrate a distinctive and consistent style, and a clear connection 

with his background and training. 

 
145 Bonnie Hicks, Albany's Eras of Architecture, Albany, WA, 1969, p. 5. 
146 Ibid., p. 3 (Ch. 4). 
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Commercial and Government Architecture 

A consistent style is less evident in the non-residential commissions Bird undertook. Whether it be in 

Perth business premises, Public Works Department buildings, or other commissions, Bird trademarks 

are discernible but there is also more variety in styles, form and features. This could simply be 

explained by the fact that Bird had few opportunities to direct the nature of the construction 

himself, and was usually following the direction of others, especially in his government role in 

Albany. What can be discerned, however, is once again clear links to Bird’s training and background 

in England, and the distinctiveness of Victorian eclecticism and ornamentation in his works. 

Bird’s apparent lack of concern for the ‘Battle of the Styles’ and the entrenched positions taken by 

advocates of the Gothic and Classical styles, is evident in his willingness to counter his Gothic 

preferences in church and home building with the classical design of commercial premises in his 

private practice during the 1880s. The first, his redesign of a St Georges Terrace house into the Bank 

of New South Wales, was clearly of a more classical design. The broad, symmetrical design, 

triangular pediment and column-like façade seem appropriate for a bank of this time but are 

features rarely seen in Bird’s work.  

 

 

Figure 40 The Bank of New South Wales, St Georges Terrace, 1883. (Photo courtesy Westpac Group Archives) 

In the same year, Bird designed and managed the building of the new Parker and Parker offices in 

Barrack Street. The design again featured classical columns, arches and pediments, as seen in Figure 

40, and this time featured a face-brick façade with a less-ornate parapet – perhaps indicative of a 

smaller budget in this case – but a classical design nonetheless. 
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Figure 41 Parker and Parker Offices, built 1883-4 (photograph reproduced with the permission of Herbert Smith 

Freehills).147 

A similar, classical style is evident with the Globe Hotel (Figure 42). Its design shares many features 

with that of the Bank of New South Wales. The buildings both include a solid, symmetrical design, 

with painted render and parapeted façade. Bird’s preference for large windows and French doors, 

along with flat-arched openings, is once again demonstrated, and early plans show an underground 

cellar and verandahs at the rear, in a similar fashion to those of The Grosvenor hotel.148 

 

Figure 42 The Globe Hotel today. The original Bird façade is clearly visible behind the verandahs and filigree that were 
added in 1892.149 (Photograph from Heritage Perth, http://heritageperth.com.au/properties/globe-hotel/ ) 

 
147 Timothy C. S. Moore, Parker and Parker: 125 years of legal service, Perth, WA, Parker and Parker, 1993, p. 2. 
148 'Globe Hotel', Heritage Perth, https://heritageperth.com.au/properties/globe-hotel/ (accessed 5 December, 
2017). 
149 'THE IMPROVEMENTS AT THE GLOBE HOTEL', West Australian, 26 November 1892, p. 2. 

http://heritageperth.com.au/properties/globe-hotel/
http://heritageperth.com.au/files/2013/07/Globe-Hotel-Small.jpg
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These classical designs are also similar to some of the more formal Albany buildings built under 

Bird’s supervision, and to the plans of George Temple Poole. The best example is the Albany 

Courthouse, described by the Heritage Council as ‘Federation Romanesque’.150 Extravagant features 

such as the asymmetric convolute granite arch over the main entrance and the curved shingle roof-

line typified Victorian ornamentation and Poole’s designs but finding the level of expertise in Albany 

required to realise the plans would have been difficult. That Bird was employed by the government 

as regional supervisor in the same year that work began on the Courthouse, as well as other 

projects, indicates that his skills in engineering and architecture were required.  

 

 

Figure 43 The Albany Court House, with the asymmetrical arch on the right. (Photograph by author) 

As discussed earlier, David Bird was convinced that these particular archways were his grandfather’s 

achievement, rather than Poole’s, but there are other elements which reflect the Bird influence. The 

English bond brickwork reflects the style used at Woodbridge, and the use of roughly coursed, 

irregular, squared granite at the lower levels compares with many of his Albany homes. Both are 

again evident in the Albany school buildings that Bird supervised, to the plans of Temple-Poole. 

Furthermore, the school demonstrates the Bird trademark of an extensive use of (Jarrahdale Timber 

Company) jarrah, including tongue and groove floors, and sash windows. The buildings also include 

tall and decorative chimney tops, and the steeply pitched roofs and prominent gables favoured by 

 
150 Albany Court House Complex, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1989, Register of Heritage Places, No. 
00051. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/7faa20a6-5f5c-4135-abf9-
98e5680544ec. 
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Bird, and for which the school is given the architectural description of ‘Federation Gothic’.151 In the 

following excerpt, relating to an article from the local press at the time of the school’s opening, 

Oldham bemoans the lack of recognition given to the subject of her biography, Temple-Poole, whilst, 

somewhat ironically, dismissing the contribution made by Bird – a contribution evidently much 

appreciated by the local community: 

The article concludes with commendation to the contractor, Mr C.F. Layton; and to the 

local inspector of works, Mr F. Bird, F.R.V.I.A., who superintended the operation…but 

omits to give credit to the architect, who was Mr George Temple Poole…152 

Oldham describes Temple-Poole as ‘thoroughly conversant with the classic tradition’, particularly for 

public buildings where a more imposing presence was desired, such as for the Lands Department 

building in Cathedral Ave. Temple-Poole, however, often preferred the Domestic Revival style, and 

not only for residences. Drawn from the Arts and Crafts/Queen Anne movement, it was his most 

recognisable style, with examples including his designs for the South Fremantle Post Office, the 

Albany Cottage Hospital and the towers, balconies and other ornamental features of the Albany Post 

Office extensions.153 

Temple-Poole was one of the earliest adherents to the style that was influenced by William Morris, 

Ruskin, and the Arts and Crafts movement. Oldham describes Temple-Poole’s style as inspired by 

both the vernacular architecture of England, along with the countryside chateaux of France.154 While 

the Post Office design was clearly Temple-Poole’s, however, it was once again constructed under the 

supervision of Bird. Local Albany historian, Bonnie Hicks describes Bird as ‘responsible for 

supervising the romantic “fairy castle” additions (which are quite extraordinary and seem to owe 

nothing to the current architecture of the time) added to the old Post Office.’155  

 
151 Educational Resources Centre, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2012, Register of Heritage Places, No. 
24547. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/Details/9f5f9b7b-711d-48e1-a395-
1c8f57a0776b. 
152 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:, p. 29. 
153 Ibid., p. 26. 
154 Ibid., pp. 27-8. 
155 Hicks, Albany's Eras of Architecture, p. 1 (Ch. 4). The tower could also be described as a 'candle snuffer' – a 
conical roof design. 'Conical Roof', in Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, McGraw-Hill, 2006, 
https://archive.org/stream/Dictionary_of_Architecture_Construction/Dictionary_of_Architecture__Constructi
on_djvu.txt (accessed November 2020). 
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Figure 44 An 1897 photograph of the Post Office extensions. (Photo by R. Duryea, published in the Western Mail.156) 

One exception to Hicks' observation, and a significant style comparison from the time, was 

Horbury Hunt's Kirkham, later to be named Camelot, in Narellan, New South Wales. Built in 

1880s in two stages, it featured a number of similar architectural choices, such as arched 

doorways and windows, a complex roofscape, red brick, and a 'forest of superb chimneys'.157 

Camelot has also been described as a 'fairy castle', and Hunt's work may have been known to 

Bird, as explained above, if not Temple Poole in the 1890s. 

 

 

Figure 45 John Horbury Hunt’s design – Kirkham.158 

 
156 '[No heading]', Western Mail, 12 November 1897, p. 35. 
157 Freeland, Architect Extraordinary. The Life and Work of John Horbury Hunt: 1838-1904, p. 99. 
158 Ibid. 
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Whereas Hunt had arrived from the United States, and Camelot has been described as 'French -

influenced', the more whimsical elements of the Post Office extensions may once again demonstrate 

links with Bird’s formative years in England. Firstly, the candle snuffer tower is reminiscent of a 

similar tower at Strawberry Hill, Twickenham. Secondly, while Pinner Hall itself was a more formal, 

Georgian building, its neighbouring estates in Pinner, constructed during Bird’s youth, reflected Arts 

and Crafts influences and similar elements of Domestic Revival architecture to that seen in the Post 

Office building. Some particularly distinctive buildings constructed on neighbouring properties in 

Pinner during the 1860s, whilst the young Francis was living at Pinner Hall (at least intermittently), 

included Pinner Hill Farm, Pinner Hill House, Woodhall Towers and Pinnerwood Farm.159 All were 

built for solicitor Arthur William Tooke, and featured clocktowers, spires, circular forms, and 

balconies, as seen below: 

 

Figure 46 Clockwise from top left: Pinner Hill Farm (Tooke’s Folly), Pinner Hill House, and Woodhall Towers. (Photographs 
courtesy of Pinner Local History Society, and Patricia Clark.) 

 
159The three buildings were described by local historian, Pat Clark, as being constructed in 1864, 1862 and 
1865 respectively. Pat Clark, Email correspondence, Pinner Local History Society, 2014. 
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Tooke’s interpretation of Domestic Revival style, and one tower in particular – known as Tooke’s 

Folly – are described as French in style, which demonstrates a link to Oldham’s description of 

Temple-Poole’s French influences.160 The Post Office extensions also used brick in a similar fashion, 

and demonstrated a similar variety of seemingly extravagant architectural styles and features. In 

order to climb the eighty-foot tower, one of the most unusual features of the building was a ‘unique 

newel-less spiral stairway of Sydney bluestone. The stairway was claimed as Australia’s finest 

example of its type.’161 It was not the only example in Australia. The concept, first developed by 

Palladio in the sixteenth century, was in evidence at Elizabeth Day House in Sydney, and Hobartville, 

Richmond, but for Oldham it was Temple-Poole ‘showing his mastery of his profession’.162 There is 

no evidence that Temple-Poole ever visited the Albany Post Office site, however, to direct the 

construction. Again, in grandson David’s account it was Francis’ skills which saw the project through 

to completion: 

I was actually stunned that he was given the task of designing the clock-tower – and did 

it completely the opposite to what everybody else would have done. It is totally 

unique.163 

 

 

Figure 47. The Albany Post Office's 'newel-less' staircase. (Photograph by author) 

Bird’s importance to the project is underlined when considering the only other example of a Temple-

Poole design that featured such a staircase – his plans for the Coolgardie Warden’s Court. Temple-

Poole’s successor, J.H. Grainger, changed the design to remove the problematic ‘flying staircase’ 

 
160 Tooke's Folly at Pinner Hill Farm, Historic England, National Heritage List for England, List entry no. 1079682. 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1079682, (accessed 1 January 2021). 
161 Stephens, History of the Albany Post Office, 1964. 
162 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:, p. 32. 
163 Bird, Interview, p. 7, 2014 
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most likely because, as Oldham admits, without reference to the situation in Albany, there was no-

one in Coolgardie with ‘so great a degree of skill’ to construct it.164  

The interiors of the Post Office extensions, as shown below, exhibit a number of similarities with 

Bird’s other buildings. It is here, rather than the external, Temple Poole design, where Bird's imprint 

is strongest. The use of jarrah timber is well-evident, and the fireplaces and timber moulding are 

comparable with those used in his other projects. The local Albany bricks are based upon granite 

footings which, as with the other buildings mentioned earlier, exhibit the faced but irregular 

stonework, and use of arches, that appear to be Bird trademarks. 

 

 

 

Figure 48 The interior features of the Albany Post Office extensions. Clockwise from top left: an original fireplace and jarrah 
surround, the irregular faced granite foundations, and the extensive timberwork – including sash windows, elaborate 

architraves and high skirting boards. (Author’s own photographs.) 

 
164 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:, p. 68. 
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Bird’s commercial works, from the Classical Revival style Bank of New South Wales and the Globe, to 

the Arts and Crafts features of the Albany Post Office, were as much the designs of those he worked 

for as his own creations. It is difficult to distinguish an overall stylistic preference, in contrast to his 

residential commissions. It is possible, however, to label his works as ‘Victorian’, in that they fit 

Newsome’s description of being ‘a collage rather than an ordered composition’, as discussed in 

Chapter One. In this way, he was similar to Temple-Poole. No two buildings were designed the same, 

even if they had a similar purpose. Each was adapted to the environment, the client and the 

economic considerations. Oldham, in describing Temple-Poole’s eclecticism, points to his seven 

different local post office designs during his time with the Public Works Department, and the vast 

differences between, for instance, the classicism of the Land Department buildings and the Art 

Nouveau of the Perth Observatory. Each of Bird’s buildings fit the description of Victorian 

architecture in terms of ornamentation – sometimes flamboyant and sometimes subtle. Of the 

latter, a useful final example was Robinson Hall. Ostensibly a utilitarian building, built for the 

community on a limited budget, it was a design where Bird could still add his flourishes. Photographs 

such as the one below hint at these – the sash windows, four-panelled doors, generous gabling and 

extensive architraves. These were not necessities for such a building, but ornamentation. It was the 

ornamentation that was Bird’s trademark, and the reason for which he gained more than his share 

of community support. 

 

 

Figure 49 The official opening of Robinson Hall. (Photograph from the Western Australian Museum) 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/whats-on/tuesday-curatorial-term-one-2016 
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The Federation Villa: Bird and an emerging Australian Style 

It has been argued above that Bird was a true Victorian, willing to incorporate elements of a rich 

architectural history into his own works yet influenced by several other inter-related forces. These 

included the architectural fashions in Western Australia, the physical and economic constraints of his 

environment, and the personal style he brought with him from England. Can Bird also be seen to 

have been a part of an emerging nationalism, by drawing upon multiple influences to develop a 

uniquely Australian style? In the absence of any documentary evidence of Bird’s motivations and 

thoughts in this regard, the only real answer lies in the buildings themselves. Bird’s architecture, and 

the buildings of Temple-Poole that he supervised, exhibit many of the features of Australian style 

architecture as described by Hamann. Given Bird’s predilection for the neo-Gothic, and his 

willingness to be involved in Classical, or Renaissance designs, he could easily be ruled out as an 

adherent to Australian Nationalism architecture. A closer inspection of the signature Bird features in 

his buildings, however, indicate that he can be associated with the movement. He did not slavishly 

follow the pattern books or tastes of England, and he developed a style which combined his 

influences with confidence and a determined distinctiveness.  

Bird was not operating in total isolation, travelling to the east in 1889 and 1892, becoming a 

member of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects, and no doubt absorbing ideas from Melbourne 

and Sydney journals.165 A key conduit for the sharing of Arts and Crafts ideas amongst architects 

were the Building, Engineering and Mining Journal, and the Australasian Builder and Contractor’s 

News. Sulman’s Palladian Club folded after only a few years, and was replaced by the Sydney 

Architectural Association, which hosted an Arts and Crafts exhibition in 1892. As explained in 

Chapter One, it was Sulman who is credited with being one of the first to write articles defining 

Australian Style. A journal, Arts and Crafts, was then begun in Victoria in 1895. This led to the 

formation of the T Square Club, founded by Harold Desbrowe-Annear in 1900, which aimed to carry 

on the work of the Arts and Crafts movement – including in architectural education.166 It was these 

pioneering architects who were at the forefront of Australian Nationalism in architecture, and 

behind its spread. 

 
165 Bird’s RVIA membership was announced in 'ROYAL VICTORIAN INSTITUTE OF ARCHITECTS', The Argus, 5 
September 1890.  
After his mother’s death in 1889, he and his wife took an extended holiday in the Eastern colonies, but he also 
travelled to both Melbourne and Sydney in 1892 to accompany daughter Mary to and from finishing school. 
While in Melbourne, they spent time at the East St Kilda home of retired judge, Charles Skinner. Cowle, The 
Bird Family, 1961. Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 'OBITUARY', Australasian, 05 January 1895, p. 34. 
166 Edquist, Pioneers of Modernism, pp. 28-30. 
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Either because he began building well before these journals emerged, or simply as evidence of their 

limited impact, Bird’s private homes are different in style to the Australian concept of the Federation 

Villa - described earlier as Queen Anne by Sulman, or Arts and Crafts by Edquist. Bird's homes 

featured more steeply pitched iron roofs, a lack of decorative ridge-capping and his preference for 

using iron, stone and render. What they did have in common with the Federation Villa, however, is 

that they included extensive verandahs, projecting gables and elaborate balustrading.167  

Bird’s designs also closely relate to Sulman’s depiction of the ideal Australian building style, as one 

that works with the environment, ‘…for there is no use striving against it.’168 Firstly, Bird’s use of bay 

windows at the front of his house designs, and his extensive use of sash windows, corresponds with 

Sulman’s call for Australian designers to incorporate large windows into their designs, for ‘we are of 

English race, and love light and air.’ Secondly, his use of local stone and bricks, and the extensive 

jarrah timberwork in his buildings reflects an attempt to draw from local resources rather than 

persisting with imported materials. Thirdly, Bird’s incorporation of verandahs as integral to his many 

domestic commissions was central to Sulman, who wrote that, ‘The first step…must be the 

recognition of the verandah as a portion of the whole design, and indeed, when properly treated, as 

its leading feature, in such a climate as we possess.’169 

For Sulman, the best examples of Australian verandahs had brick columns or arches, with the roof of 

lower verandahs forming the floor of the verandahs above. This idea of a ‘loggia’, built in to the 

building rather than added on, was important to Sulman. This style of lower verandah can be seen, 

in domestic scale, in Bird’s Craigmuir design, as well as his own Claremont home. This concept was 

also one used by Temple-Poole, and in an example that would have been well-known to Bird as a 

frequent visitor to the goldfields — the Coolgardie Post Office and police station building. Oldham 

describes this landmark as marked by a ‘dark shadowed arcade’ providing a welcome coolness and a 

place to rest.170 Influential it may have been but it came a decade later than Bird’s Craigmuir. 

 

 
167 Features described in Hamann, 'Nationalism and reform in Australian architecture 1880–1920', p. 398. 
168 John Sulman, 'An Australian Style', The Australasian Builder & Contractor's News, May 14, 1887. 
169 John Sulman, 'Verandahs and Loggiae', The Builder and Contractor's News, May 21, 1887. 
170 Oldham, George Temple-Poole:, p. 65. 
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Figure 50 Craigmuir, with its arcade-style lower verandah in an Italian Renaissance style, reflects Sulman’s 
recommendations for a ‘loggia-style’ verandah and, in its own small way, the Sydney GPO arches and columns. 
(Photograph by author) 

 

The use of verandahs as integral to building designs is also central to the concept of the bungalow as 

'Australian' architecture. King’s definition of bungalow is ‘a separate or detached dwelling, 

sometimes with a verandah, generally occupied by one household or family and located on its own 

plot.'171 The later, British concept of bungalows being only one storey was only adopted in twentieth 

century, much later than the original use of the term. In terms of Bird’s residential commissions, the 

bungalow principle is most evident in his Claremont homes, which he described as 'villas' in his 

advertising and tender documents. These were all designed for a single family, on large, garden 

plots, and were marked by significant, integrated verandahs. These homes would not have been out 

of place in other warm climate English colonies, where, according to King, the reason for the 

adoption of bungalow forms was primarily the British origin of the settlers. The British, given the 

space, sought a private ‘rural ideal’ in Australia, best served by detached houses on large blocks of 

land. The new settlers were fiercely independent and reacting against the industrial cities they had 

left behind.172 

Although the term was not formally used until the 1870s, bungalows as described above existed in 

Australia from the beginning of settlement, and according to King became ‘more prevalent in 

Australia than perhaps anywhere else in the world…’173 In Australia, sprawling suburbs of bungalows, 

rather than terrace housing close to industry, were the norm – apart from some exceptions in the 

 
171 King, The Bungalow, p. 2. 
172 Ibid., p. 226. 
173 Ibid., p. 225. 
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main cities. This was due to the relative abundance of land, at cheap prices in comparison with in 

Britain; the late development of Australia, mostly occurring after the introduction of trams and 

railways; the importance of verandahs and gardens in a hot climate; relatively high wages associated 

with labour shortages that brought about one of the highest percentages of home ownership in the 

world; and a widespread interest in land speculation brought from Britain.174 All of these factors 

apply to Bird and the homes he designed. Land in Western Australia during the 1880s was 

significantly cheaper than in the east, his Claremont properties were on the new Perth to Fremantle 

railway, the fierce summer heat and driving winter rains of Perth were conducive to verandahs and 

gardens, and the economic development of the 1880s created the wealth required to commission an 

architecturally designed home. Add to this Bird’s family interest in land speculation and the 

requirements are complete. As described earlier, the 'rural idyll' notion of a middle-class home on a 

garden estate was gaining popularity in England at the time of Bird’s departure and, to Bird, 

Australia provided an opportunity to create this 'beau ideal'. From his own homes – Woodloes, 

Claremont and the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill in Albany – it is evident that Bird was trying to create a 

style that made the most of the Western Australian economic, social and natural environment. 

Overall, King’s explanation for the rise of the Australian bungalow, or Federation Villa, is one based 

primarily on economics. He finds that the detached suburban home was the result of a rising 

standard of living, environmental factors – especially with regards to the use of verandahs – and part 

of a global phenomenon, where trade and empire were creating an inter-related world, not least 

architecturally.175 Bird’s residential housing style reflected each of these factors. His detached villa 

designs were clearly aimed at wealthier clients and became more popular as the impact of the 

Kimberley gold rushes, and later gold discoveries, were felt in Western Australia. His influences were 

both environmental, as described above, and reflective of the colonial tastes in Western Australia as 

part of the broader British Empire, closely associated through geography and trade with sub-

continental Asia.  

In each case above, it can therefore be seen that Bird’s architecture may be linked to the various 

descriptions of Australian style in the literature – but with limitations. Indeed, it is fair to conclude 

that his work supports Rickard’s summation that nationalism in Bird’s time was more a fusion of 

European fashion and local vision. Macintyre describes the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries as a time when ‘the sentiment of colonial nationalism served the desire to mark Australia 

off from Britain and Europe.’176 Western Australian architecture appears to have led, rather than 

 
174 Ibid., p. 229. 
175 Ibid., p. 262. 
176 Stuart Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia, Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 3. 
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followed the eastern colonies in the development of a nationalist style, exemplified by the 

Federation Villa, and Bird’s buildings demonstrate a clear break from his British influences in a 

number of respects, even if documentary evidence of his self-awareness, in terms of Australian 

Nationalistic intent, does not exist. Bird’s government role, under the direction of George Temple-

Poole further supports the idea that a particularly Australian style was being developed in Western 

Australia in the 1880s and 1890s, to which Bird was a significant contributor. 

Not to be Overlooked: The Architect in Society 

Bird also made significant contributions to the communities in which he lived, well beyond his 

architectural role. As suggested in Chapter One, the role of architects in colonial Australian society is 

‘often overlooked’, despite many being extraordinarily active in public office or community roles.177 

Besides combining his own architectural work with his Public Works Department positions, Bird’s 

community involvements began soon after his arrival in Western Australia, and continued for the 

rest of his life. They are clear evidence of Tonkin’s observation, in a Western Australian context.  

Comparative Australian Dictionary of Biography entries on architects, as referred to in Chapter One, 

provide support for this concept of the architect's public and community role, as exemplified by Bird. 

These entries demonstrate that, firstly, most architects in nineteenth-century Western Australia 

relied, at least at some stage, on employment in the Public Works Department, or similar 

government departments, before being able to establish their private practice. Secondly, many of 

the architects in this period served the community in public office of some sort. Examples of the 

former include the temporary residents William Blackett, John James Clark and Robert Haddon, as 

well as more long-term West Australian, George Temple Poole. The latter is best illustrated by 

Joseph Francis Allen who, after arriving in Western Australia in 1896, immersed himself in public life, 

including the East Fremantle council, where he was twice elected Mayor, six years as a Member of 

Parliament in the Legislative Council, and numerous community affiliations, such as on the 

Fremantle Hospital and Rottnest Island boards, and as President of the Fremantle Chamber of 

Commerce.178 

Bird’s roles were similarly many and varied. Again, his life reflects the sometimes-neglected role 

played by those just below the leaders in society that have dominated historical biography. The 

 
177 Tonkin, 'Architects creating a landscape', p. 552. 
178 David Black, 'Allen, Joseph Francis (1869–1933)', in Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, Australian National University, https://adb.anu.edu.au/ (accessed 11 July, 2021); Shannon 
Lovelady, 'Joseph Francis Allen (1869-1933), architect, mayor and political fixer',  Streets of East Freo: A History 
of East Fremantle, Museum of Perth, https://www.streetsofeastfreo.com/joseph-francis-allen (accessed 11 
July, 2021). 
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Canning Roads Board, for instance, was initiated and driven by Samuel Hamersley but after little 

more than a year Francis had taken over the role of Chairman, and continued on the board for 

almost a decade. Other positions held by Bird during his time on the Canning included becoming the 

District Registrar for Births, Deaths and Marriages in the Canning District, from 1872, as mentioned 

in the previous chapter, and also being involved with horse racing, acting as steward for the Canning 

Races from 1872.179 The Hamersley family name is well-known in Western Australia, since arriving in 

1837 and becoming part of the colonial elite, and Samuel went on to serve as a member of the 

Legislative Council from 1874. Bird’s roles in the community and in public office have, however, been 

comparatively unheralded, despite a commitment to the district that that, in the case of the 

Canning, at least matched that of his more celebrated contemporaries.180 

In the 1880s, after returning to architecture in Perth, Bird continued his community work. It was in 

this period that Bird was involved with the Perth Yacht Club, acted as a local cricket umpire, and also 

became a key leader of the West Australian Architectural Association, all of which have been 

mentioned earlier. His most high-profile voluntary position, however, was to become Secretary for 

the 1886 West Australian Exhibition. An earlier ‘Perth International Exhibition’ had been held in 1881 

on the foreshore recreation ground, in an effort to replicate the success of other International 

Exhibitions, such as that in Melbourne. The West Australian Exhibition on 1886 was much smaller in 

scale, based in the Perth Town Hall and intended to focus on Western Australian products, as well as 

some international exhibits and fine artworks.181 Newspaper reports and advertisements suggest 

that Bird worked on the exhibition for more than a year, and in the press at the time he was lauded 

as the key driver of the event. According to the editor of the Inquirer, ‘the whole of the 

arrangements afforded conspicuous proof of the success which attended the exertions of the 

indefatigable Secretary, Mr Bird.’182 In his opening address, Governor Broome compared the 1886 

Exhibition with the earlier exhibition, pointing out that it was smaller but ‘the promoters had done 

the work themselves, without any extraneous assistance’, and described it as ‘…an undertaking 

which proved the public spirit that had actuated those gentlemen who had taken part…’183 

 
179 'REVIEW OF THE PAST RACING SEASON IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA', Herald, 18 May 1872, p. 3. 
180 The Hamersley family has been recognised in a number of ways in Western Australia, including a mountain 
range, river and Perth suburb. Francis Bird is recognised in the Canning District but his name is usually tied to 
that of his partner Mason, and it is in a relatively minor way, such as the naming of a room at the School 
Curriculum and Standards Authority building in Cannington. Details of Samuel Hamersley’s period as MLC may 
be viewed at 'Samuel Richard Hamersley',  Biographical Register of Members of the Parliament of Western 
Australia, Parliament of WA, 
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/library/MPHistoricalData.nsf/(Lookup)/1975623B56372555482
57E5E0019B6CE? (accessed 15 March). 
181 Francis Bird, 'The West Australian Exhibition, 1886', The Daily News, 13 August 1885, p. 2. 
182 'Opening of the West Australian Exhibition', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 3 March, 1886. 
183 Ibid. 
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Figure 51 Mrs Augusta Maude Bird’s invitation to the 1886 West Australian Exhibition, as wife of the Secretary. (Document 
in possession of author) 

After moving to Albany, Bird’s contribution to the community continued, and reached its peak as he 

neared the end of his working life. Immediately upon his arrival, Bird sought to encourage the 

development of Albany, which he saw as having far more promise than Fremantle as a port and, 

with the completion of the rail link to Perth, he was keen to promote development in both domestic 

and commercial properties. Bird helped found the Albany Building Society, where he served as the 

inaugural Secretary, and had an interest in the early brickworks.184 He also had an interest in 

education, serving as Chair of the Albany School Board until 1897, when he was forced to resign as a 

result of employment in the Public Works Department, which was responsible for the design, 

tendering process, and construction of schools in the Western Australia.185 Another involvement in 

education was acting as ‘Revisor’ for the Educational Electoral District of Plantagenet - responsible 

for putting together an electoral roll for the Schools Board in the area.186  

 
184 Albany Benefit Building Society (Francis Bird Secretary) Amendment of Rules, 1897, State Records Office of 
Western Australia, AU WA S3016, cons1018 1897/111. Bird's brickworks involvement is mentioned in 
'OBITUARY', Mount Barker and Denmark Record, 31 May, 1937. 
185 'ALBANY SCHOOL BOARD', Albany Advertiser, 9 December 1897, p. 4. 
186 'Advertising', Albany Advertiser, 29 September 1898, p. 2; 'Unnamed Article', Albany Advertiser, 23 August 
1898, p. 3. 
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Figure 52 The founders of the Albany Benefit Building Society, with Bird as Secretary, as listed in the Rules of 1889. (State 
Records Office of WA) 

Bird was made a Justice of the Peace for Western Australia in 187, and this led to a long period where 

he served in the Magistrates Court, hearing a wide variety of cases and supporting the people of 

Albany in their legal affairs. His wealth of experience by 1904 saw him appointed as Acting Chairman 

of Quarter Sessions, Acting Resident Magistrate of Plantagenet, and Acting Magistrate of the Albany 

Local Court, when the existing Resident Magistrate became ill.188   

 

Figure 53 Extract and front page of the Gazette, listing Francis Bird as Acting Resident Magistrate, Plantagenet. 

 
187 'Proclamation', Government Gazette of Western Australia, Friday, June 21 1895, p. 1. 
188 'Proclamation', Government Gazette of Western Australia, Friday, May 10 1904, p. 1. 
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He was also active in Western Australian politics, standing for the Legislative Assembly in the 1890 

elections, where he represented interests opposed to his rival candidate, Lancel Victor de Hamel.189 

Bird represented more conservative interests in the election, including family friend, John Forrest, in 

opposing de Hamel, who was a vocal opponent of Forrest’s government and a perceived Perth 

dominance in state politics.190 Later, Francis was to be Returning Officer for Albany, in the 1904 

elections for the Legislative Assembly.191  

In each of these roles, Bird appeared to be a figure of respect, and gained little financially from the 

appointments. The energy with which he applied himself to these important offices decries the 

suggestion that it was only a means to increase his profile for professional reasons, and instead 

intimates a man driven by a genuine desire to serve the community, as well as indicating the 

standing of those in the architectural profession when few such men existed in regional centres. 

Tonkin, as explained in Chapter One, states that ‘…being active in community affairs was a 

particularly important qualification for a successful practice’ but it was also something that the Bird 

family regarded as an important obligation, reflected in the involvement of his father, grandfather 

and brothers in various charitable and voluntary organisations in England, as well as in Francis’ 

enthusiasm for Western Australian causes. 192 According to David Bird, ‘He saw his role as being, and 

I am assured of this, he saw his role as being an important person, who was equipped to assist’.193 

Conclusion 

This chapter provides an example of an architect whose work was significant, without a focus on the 

‘grand’, as described by Tonkin, and therefore provides an approach somewhat different to the 

architectural histories referred to in Chapter One. Bird was far from the leading architect of his time, 

operating in the shadow of Temple Poole and others during his career, but made an important 

contribution to Western Australian architecture in both his private commissions, at Woodbridge for 

example, and the public sphere, such as his involvement with the Albany Courthouse. He was not 

recognised by other architects for having particular talent but it was Bird, in fact, that sometimes 

turned the grand visions of others into reality. In considering the extent of high style in Western 

Australia, the types of styles that were most common, and the role of architects in the community, 

this chapter provides evidence of a key theme of this study – the insights into Western Australian 

 
189 'GENERAL NEWS', Inquirer and Commercial News, 31 October 1890, p. 5. 
190 Donald S. Garden, 'de Hamel, Lancel Victor (1849–1894)', in Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, 1981, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/de-hamel-lancel-victor-5943/text10133 
(accessed 8 May 2018). 
191 'Appointments', Government Gazette of Western Australia, 27 May 1904, p. 1373. 
192 Tonkin, 'Architects creating a landscape', p. 554. 
193 Bird, Interview, p. 9, 2014 
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history that may be gleaned from studying a middle-class experience, rather than that of the elites, 

or from a ‘history from below’. 

Furthermore, chronicling his experiences and commissions in architecture sheds light on the other 

key themes of this study. Firstly, this chapter has demonstrated that dismissing the decade before 

the gold rushes in Western Australia ignores the considerable developments in the colony that 

occurred at this time. In contrast to the conclusions of many architectural historians from the 

eastern seaboard, his works in the 1880s particularly demonstrate the existence of something 

approaching ‘high style’ in Western Australia, and clearly before the period of the Gold Rushes. His 

Gothic church designs, Classical commercial commissions, and his Arts and Crafts inspired timber 

interiors are evidence that the stylistic eclecticism of Victorian design was apparent in the west 

before the influx of t’othersiders in the 1890s that White describes as bringing the technology and 

expertise that high style required. What Bird’s work again emphasises, is that in many respects the 

1880s was as much a turning point for Western Australia as the 1890s, when it achieved more than 

just the ‘slow but steady’ growth described by Lourens. 

This chapter has also shown that the colony was one where influences from Britain were significant, 

perhaps more so than the influences of the eastern colonies, but that these largely English traditions 

were soon adapted and manipulated to suit the local environment and were not slavishly copied or 

reproduced in a different setting. Davidoff’s English ‘beau ideal’ of residential design is to be found 

in Bird’s works but so are the more nationalistic, Australian styles, as well as the influence of other 

colonial trends, such as the bungalow.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CLASS AND SOCIETY 
Introduction 

The previous chapters have dealt with Francis Bird’s life in England, and his business and 

professional life in Western Australia. The aim of this chapter is to investigate Bird’s family and social 

life, predominantly through an examination of the letters, memoirs and interviews of his wife, his 

children, and his grandchildren. The historical voice of Francis himself is virtually silent in these 

primary sources, with only a handful of his own letters in existence, and no diaries or memoirs of his 

own. The personal accounts and correspondence of his family members, therefore, provide the 

means through which the values, relationships and behaviours of Francis and his household are 

explored. 

Tom Stannage wrote, in 1994, that Western Australian historians had for too long ignored poverty 

and the poor in their writing, which he dubbed 'the gentry tradition of Western Australian historical 

writing.'1 He believed that too many Western Australian histories focused on prosperity and success, 

and those that they described were too often the social elite – part of a general 'myth of general and 

continuous upward social mobility.'2 Stannage sought out new voices in the historical record, and 

championed the marginalised in Western Australian history, as described in Chapter One. The large 

'middle' of society, however, is often ignored by both historical discourses. Rather than the early 

Western Australian histories of the triumphs of leaders and the achievements of a ‘pioneering’ elite, 

yet also not a ‘history from below’, this investigation of late colonial life through the Bird family 

demonstrates the lives and attitudes of a ‘second tier’ of society – upper-middle class in thought and 

habits, yet just beyond the circles of the most wealthy and powerful. Penny Russell describes this 

tier as ‘the middling sort: men and women who, while lacking…the titles and entitlement of the 

British aristocracy, yet possessed or somehow acquired some degree of social and financial capital 

which differentiated them from the proletarian.’3  

From this perspective, the following chapter sheds light on the nature of settler societies in the 

British Empire. In so doing, the ideas of David Cannadine on the importance and influence of the 

British ‘metropole’ can be tested. Cannadine identifies a problem with late twentieth century British 

Empire histories, in that they pay insufficient attention to the British nation itself, and its impact on 

the empire in terms of social and moral influence. For Cannadine, imperial ‘periphery’ histories tend 

 
1 C. T. Stannage, 'Uncovering poverty in Australian history', in Penny Russell and Richard White (ed.), Pastiche 
1, NSW, Allen and Unwin, 1994, p. 143. 
2 Ibid., p. 146. 
3 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 8. 
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to ‘take Britain for granted’, minimising these influences. Instead, he proposes that the empire was 

an interconnected world, where ‘Britain was very much a part of the empire, just as the rest of the 

empire was very much a part of Britain’.4 The Bird family sources provide support for Cannadine’s 

argument that there is more to Australia’s history than what Penny Russell describes as a ‘continuing 

focus on the working man as the exemplary Australian’, in a national story which ultimately led to a 

distinctive and comparatively egalitarian society.5  

To begin this chapter, the cultural mores and class distinctions to be found in Perth in the period 

between the end of convictism and the advent of the gold rushes is examined through the lens of 

the Bird family, in order to judge whether it truly was the ‘highly stratified and often prejudiced’ 

society as described by Martens, or ‘conservative in everything’ in the words of Stannage. The 

chapter examines, through personal accounts, how the Bird family saw themselves, and compare 

this with broader notions of class and, in particular, 'gentry'. An important part of this is the nature 

of the family's interactions with servants and other staff. Later, and with a focus on the writings of 

Francis's daughter Mary, matters of etiquette and manners are discussed. Penny Russell describes 

English manners as an important part of settler identity, and this is explored as a phenomenon, 

similar to the attitudes towards class, that both appeared to differ according to gender, and declined 

with successive generations. 

Secondly, to assess Geoffrey Bolton’s conclusions regarding nineteenth-century Western Australia as 

a ’Cranford on Swan’, the Bird family’s ‘Englishness’ is put to the test – exploring Cannadine’s 

hypothesis that in most cases settler societies were determined to recreate an ideal society, 

modelled on the real or imagined ideal life of their Home country. As explained in previous chapters, 

when discussing the Bird family in Western Australia the term English will be used, as it has been 

used by Bolton and Russell, rather than 'British', given that it was the term used by the Bird family 

themselves, and is more accurate in the Western Australian example. For some writers, Western 

Australia in the nineteenth century was more English than the eastern states, while others point to 

significant exceptions to that rule. By examining the Bird family's English habits, connections with 

English relatives, and their own use of language regarding the concept of 'home', this concept is 

explored, along with the notion that many Australians at the time of Federation could see 

themselves as both British, and proud Australians. 

 
4 Cannadine, Ornamentalism: how the British saw their Empire, p. xvii. 
5 Russell, 'Ornaments of empire?', p. 198. 
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The Bird family 

Much of this chapter deals with Francis, his wife Augusta Maude, and their children. It is largely 

based on their own historical accounts, the accounts of their descendants, and the correspondence 

between them, and with their friends and relations. It is therefore pertinent at this point to provide 

a summary of the members of the Bird family. Previous chapters have referred to, both directly and 

obliquely, the various members of the family whose writings have helped form the family’s historical 

record, such as those of Francis Bird's wife Maude, daughter Mary, son Ivan Marmaduke, and 

grandson David. The information that follows is largely contained in the Bird family tree, compiled by 

grand-daughter Wendy-Lu Hackett for the National Trust in 2006.6 Maude herself wrote a history of 

the Bird family in the 1930s, and daughter Mary wrote her own account in 1961. These provide the 

details of the extended family, in particular.7 Other sources are as indicated. 

Francis’ early life in England has been discussed extensively in earlier chapters. This chapter will 

focus on his family and social life, in Western Australia. Francis married Augusta Maude within two 

years of his arrival, in February 1871. Maude, as she was most commonly known, was born in 1852 

at Clanville Farm in the Vasse district of South West Australia. The tenth child of South West identity 

David Fothergill Earnshaw, and his wife Mary (nee Pomeroy), Maude was one of only six surviving 

daughters, from 16 children born in what was a remote frontier settlement at the time. 

 

 

Figure 54 Earnshaw photographs published in The Western Mail in 1932. The inset shows Mary, David, and their six 
daughters.8 

 
6 Wendy-Lu Hackett and National Trust of WA, The Bird Family Tree, Perth, WA, (unpublished) 2006. 
7 Augusta Maude Bird, The Bird and Earnshaw Families, 1930s,  Riverton Library; Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
8 'In the Early Days of Busselton', Western Mail, 5 May 1932, p. 26. 
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With her father managing many varied properties and interests, and rarely at home, Mary explains 

that Maude and her mother Mary moved to Cliff Street in Fremantle in 1869. Maude secured 

employment as a teacher at the Fremantle Infants School, where her sister was Head Mistress, and 

met Francis later that year.9 

The couple married in 1871, and their first home was at Kenwick Park, where Maude gave birth to a 

still-born child, and then Frank Noel, in 1872. The young family moved to Woodloes, the house built 

for them by Francis at Canning Landing, in 1873. In the eight years the Birds spent at Woodloes, 

Maude bore five more children – Mary Augusta, Harold St George, Bruce Earnshaw, Walter Disraeli 

(Chub), and another still-born child. Her remarkable reproductive capacity continued to be evident 

after the subsequent move to Perth, when Francis returned to architectural work, but of her next 

five children, only two survived beyond infancy, sons Eric and Arthur Lancelot (Lance). Two of the 

infants who did not survive are described by Mary and her mother as having succumbed to the 

measles epidemic in Perth at the time.10 

Only Noel, the eldest at 17, remained in Perth when the family moved to Albany. Mary, two years 

younger, stayed with friends for a short time, before spending a year at a Sydney finishing school 

and then joining her siblings at the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill. Francis and Maude had a further two 

children while in Albany, with Ivan Marmaduke (Duke) surviving but their last child, John Pomeroy, 

dying before his first birthday. 

Francis’s retirement from government came, officially at least, in 1911 when he was aged 66. He and 

Maude travelled to England for the first time in 1913, staying with family and seeking medical advice 

on Maude’s failing eyesight which, along with her hearing, had suffered since a carriage accident 

during their time on the Canning.11 The couple returned to Albany late that same year, where they 

lived out the rest of their lives. In 1934, partly for economic reasons during the Depression, their son 

Lance and his family moved to the Old Farm, Strawberry Hill to care for them and the property. 

Lance and his wife Jean had five children, three of whom have contributed oral histories for this 

project – son David, and daughters Wendy Lu (Hackett) and Jocelyn (Bowey). Francis died in 1937, 

and Augusta Maude lived for another nine years, reaching 94 years of age.  

 
9 The Earnshaws are listed as teachers in Blue Book 1870: Official Returns of the Colonial Secretary's Office, 
Perth, Government Printer, 1871, p. 22. 
10 Mary’s autobiography refers to her sister Dorothy, in particular, as succumbing to the disease. Measles had 
first appeared in WA in 1860 but the first major outbreak was in 1883-4, Michael de Looper, Death registration 
and mortality trends in Australia 1856-1906, PhD Thesis, Australian National University, 2014, p. 156, 
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/16791/1/De%20Looper%20Thesis%202015.pdf. 
11 Mary’s family history states that her mother’s sight was finally restored to a reasonable level by a Perth 
surgeon, around 1915. Her deafness progressed gradually until her death. 



199 
 

Class in Late Colonial Western Australia 

Cannadine argues that the importance given to social ranking in the British colonies was greater than 

that given to matters of race or culture. These attitudes to class remained ‘long after it had been 

generally supposed they ceased to matter’.12 Other historians, such as Bolton, have portrayed a 

more egalitarian society, writing that 'English traditions of deference wilted in the colonial 

environment.'13 An analysis of the Bird sources supports elements of both positions. In Francis Bird 

and his family’s values, there can be seen strong class identification and a clear stratification of 

Western Australian society in the late Victorian period. As the sources are examined, however, there 

is also evidence that this stratification was tested, and then began to erode, as decades passed and 

family circumstances changed. Furthermore, when it comes to individual family members, the social 

mores, attitudes and standards of the family, and the level of adherence to them, differ not only 

according to generation, but also gender. 

Francis’s grandchildren remember that elements of class-related behaviour were always present in 

his behaviours, including his interactions with others. David Bird, referring to him as Frank, describes 

the two sides of his grandfather: 

Frank social, and at work. [sic] And there was no amalgamation of the two. 

When you were at work you talked to them as workmen, when other people 

spoke to you it was social intercourse, whatever… we had a butcher, a baker, 

a milkman who arrived every day in a horse and cart, and they would be 

spoken to as tradesmen. If they got a plumber in, he would be spoken to as a 

tradesman. There was no rudeness, it was just an abrupt ‘do this, do that’, 

whatever. In the social circle it was a different form of speech, a different 

style of speech, and certainly a lot – not more gracious, that’s an over-

simplification – but different conversation was used, different vocabulary 

was used…14 

Reminiscences such as these reinforce Cannadine’s assertion that the British Empire was ‘first and 

foremost a class act’.15 In his view, despite the fact that those in the dominions and colonies were 

often proud of being more egalitarian than the British, in the medium term they were built around a 

 
12 Cannadine, Ornamentalism: how the British saw their Empire, p. 8. 
13 Bolton, Land of Vision and Mirage. 
14 Bird, Interview, p. 11, 2014 
15 Cannadine, Ornamentalism: how the British saw their Empire, p. 10. 
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'hierarchical social structure modelled on, or likened to…that which it was thought to have existed 

(or had once existed) in Britain itself.'16 

Martens, in his history of Perth’s Government House, agreed with Cannadine in that life in Perth in 

colonial times was one where ‘members of the small governing and economic elite in Western 

Australia did their best to reproduce the stratified, class-conscious social order they had left behind 

in the United Kingdom’.17 David Bird, who lived with Maude and Francis at the Old Farm in their later 

years, was keenly aware at the time of his grandparents’ position in society, real or imagined. As an 

octogenarian considering his grandparents in retrospect, his oral account provides compelling 

support for Martens’ description: 

The social strata of the time was clearly marked and clearly understood by 

practically everybody. There was the Government House set – the governor and 

the regal group and the intimates of their family, and the next structure, which 

was of course where Frank was…covering lawyers, which were not necessarily 

looked upon as being upper crust, Judges were but lawyers not so much, some 

doctors but not all of them. The old moneyed families filled that level of society 

and were the close family friends of each other. That was the way it was. The next 

layer down, which might be the more important business people, then the 

shopkeepers, and then the labourers and then the casuals and itinerants, and 

then, even lower down, ticket-of-leave, and then even lower down, the convicts. It 

was sharply defined for them. They knew where they stood. There was no intrusion 

into the other groups. You didn’t marry down, you didn’t marry up. You didn’t 

presume to talk to people who were two levels above you, unless they initiated the 

conversation.18 

Whilst this description supports Martens’ summation, it does not exactly follow the British model. 

The ‘Government House set’ of land-owners and officials effectively replaced the aristocracy, 

convicts and ex-convicts were a particularly Australian grouping, and the absence of major industry 

perhaps explains the ‘business people’ being mostly merchants, and less influential in the early 

years. It is clear, however, that there existed a class-consciousness at the time, and that the social 

distinctions in Western Australia were similar to that of the society Francis had experienced in 

England. Stannage stated that ‘the leading settlers of Swan River were men of means, not 

mendicant refugees from the old world’ and that their efforts to achieve ‘internal peace’ by 

 
16 Ibid., p. 13. 
17 Martens, Government House and Western Australian Society: 1829-2010, p. 27. 
18 Bird, Interview, p. 3, 2014 
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maintaining the class distinctions of their English county society were, perhaps, ‘more successful in 

Perth than elsewhere in Australia’.19 

In general, the Bird family example supports Bolton's assessment, described in Chapter One; that 

the new colonial elites in Australia rarely had clear gentry origins, yet they would ‘perpetuate in the 

colonies the way of living, privileges, and standards of behaviour associated with the British upper 

classes.'20 What is meant by ‘gentry’ or ‘upper class’ in this sense? Cannadine identifies a number of 

key differences between the landed gentry, and the English middle class that was growing in both 

wealth and number in the late eighteenth century. Firstly, the middle classes lacked the precise 

ranks of the gentry, such as peer, baronet or gentleman and, while the middle classes often sought 

marriages with those of higher ranks, before the mid-nineteenth century this was only occasionally 

reciprocated by the gentry.  Furthermore, the middle classes usually divided their estates equally 

and, most importantly, were required to work for a living: 

Middle-class people…tended to divide their money equally, and had no sense of the elder 

son’s importance in carrying on the line. But for the grandees and gentry, primogeniture 

ruled… [the gentry] …were a leisured class in that they had no occupation: and they were 

usually endogamous in their choice of marriage partners. 21 

 Stannage described the Western Australian elite as a ‘gentry’, based on the importance of their 

landholdings and systems of patronage. Nevertheless, as he notes, the powerful early elite included 

men from varied occupations, such as merchant George Shenton, lawyer George Leake, army officer 

Frederick Irwin or ex-navy surveyor John Septimus Roe.22 

In Chapter Two it was explained that, for many prospective emigrants to the colonies, the 

opportunity to break through the class barriers of Britain was a key inducement. Status in a new 

colony was easier to achieve than at home and, according to John Hirst, 'the social distinction most 

readily available to the aspiring colonist was that of becoming a gentleman.'23 Gentlemen in the 

colonies were not necessarily landowners, or of aristocratic birth and good families, as required in 

England. Instead, they could be distinguished by their formal dress, business success, or a 'certain 

position in the occupational hierarchy'.24 In Australia, those with the strongest claims were those 

 
19 Stannage, The People of Perth, p. 7. 
20 Bolton, 'The idea of a colonial gentry', p. 307. 
21 David Cannadine, The decline and fall of the British aristocracy, New Haven, Connecticut, Yale University 
Press, 1990, pp. 12-13. 
22 Stannage, The People of Perth, pp. 13-14. 
23 John Hirst, 'Egalitarianism', in Penny Russell and Richard White (ed.), Pastiche 1, NSW, Allen and Unwin, 
1994, p. 107. 
24 Ibid., p. 109. 
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involved in money-making – 'traditionally forbidden to the English gentleman'.25 If gentry status, as 

described above, was unobtainable, a new settler could at least aspire to be regarded a gentleman. 

This term best describes the social position of Francis Bird in Western Australia. 

Although features of the Bird family’s lifestyle in England clearly displayed aspects of gentry status; 

with their country house in Pinner, the public-school education afforded their children, and their 

voluntary community service; they were never to hold landed titles, and were always engaged in 

business, whether it be in building, land speculation, or the professions. George Bird’s success in 

business meant that the family was at the upper end of the middle class in terms of wealth but they 

were not gentry under Cannadine’s description. In fact, Cannadine identifies a particular group 

amongst the middle classes in the late nineteenth century to which George Bird and his sons clearly 

belonged. Whereas the gentry relied upon their estates, and mostly sought to cultivate them in 

order to maintain their lifestyles, ‘these lesser men did not want to establish themselves as fully-

fledged landed proprietors’. This class wanted the recreation – the gardens, hunting and social 

events for instance – and not the responsibilities of an estate, and had no interest in expanding or 

administrating a larger holding. ‘They preferred houses in the country, to country houses.’26 

The Bird family in London were members of this wealthy middle class, not aristocratic or gentry, yet 

family histories, and many of the letters from Francis’ English relatives, demonstrate an aspiration to 

the highest levels of society, and a certain pride in connections with the British elite. The Bird 

sources suggest that this was also the case in Australia. The aspirations of the middle class included a 

desire to join the landed gentry through marriage and, as F.M.L. Thompson notes, by the late 

nineteenth century such marriages were also becoming advantageous for an elite desperate to take 

advantage of middle-class wealth: 

…down to 1914 it remained normal for the aristocracy to marry within their own circle, 

choosing daughters of landed families or joining with the allied groups of generals’ and 

parsons’ daughters, but…alliance with wealthy new families…was increasingly 

common.27 

Francis’ daughter Mary describes with apparent delight that her grandmother, Mary Stanley, was ‘a 

connection of the Earl of Derby’. Her account of the Birds also mentions her father’s sister Jane, who 

married a son of the Tibbits of Warwick – ‘a very old Warwick family’, related by marriage to the 

Countess of Caithness. Of most interest to Mary, and mentioned in family letters, was that the 

 
25 Ibid., p. 108. 
26 Cannadine, The decline and fall of the British aristocracy, pp. 358-359. 
27 F. M. L. Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1969, p. 303. 
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husband of another of Francis’ sisters, Jessie, married a Mr Nelson Nelson-Ward, son of Rev Horace 

Nelson-Ward and grandson of Lord Nelson.28 

In accordance with Cannadine’s description of the middle classes above, making connections with 

the aristocratic classes through marriage was matched in the Bird family by an intent to do so 

through the purchase of country estates. In a fashion similar to his father George’s purchase of semi-

rural estate Pinner Hall decades earlier, Arthur Bird, Francis’ successful solicitor brother, purchased 

‘The Grange’ in Great Bookham as his country estate when he moved into semi-retirement. His son 

George, and George’s wife Elsie, lived at The Grange, and were regular correspondents with their 

Australian aunt and uncle. In a 1914 letter, Elsie discussed holidays at the Isle of Wight, and their son 

Leyland’s progress at the exclusive Marlborough College in Wiltshire. She then commented on the 

news of Francis and Maude’s son Walter enlisting for World War One, explaining that ‘I think it was 

splendid of him to enlist just as a Private but it must be a hard life and I do hope he will succeed in 

getting his commission before long.’29 

A 1945 letter from George Bird (junior), by then living in Surrey, relates a brush with royalty to his 

Aunt Maude, including a meeting with his brother David, an officer in the British navy: 

‘…the King and Queen as Duke and Duchess of York spent their honeymoon at Great 

Bookham, and I had an hour’s tete-a-tete with them. David had a 15-minute talk with 

the Queen the other day, when the King and Queen visited the Duke of York [his ship] 

before sailing east.’30 

George’s obvious enthusiasm for his connections with English notables continues when, later in the 

same letter, he adds that ‘another item that may interest you is that I was at Harrow with Winston 

Churchill (he is about three years my junior) and I remember him well as an irrepressible and cheeky 

boy and on one occasion we had to give him a good beating, which he thoroughly deserved.”    31 

These letters demonstrate particular values and attitudes that lend support to Fischer’s description 

of ‘folkways’, described in Chapter One, whereby immigrant groups from England brought their 

values with them to the colonies. Francis’ properties at Canning Landing, Claremont and the Old 

Farm at Albany are all reminiscent of the estates of his father and brother. Similarly, the attitudes 

evident in the letters from Francis’ English relatives compare in many ways to those evident in the 

 
28 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. Nelson Ward’s mother Horatia was Lord Nelson’s daughter. The Nelson-Ward 
family tree can be traced at https://www.geni.com/people/Nelson-Ward/6000000003687340532 
29 Elsie Bird, Letter to Francis and Maude Bird, The Grange, Great Bookham, England, 3 August 1914, Battye 
Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/75. 
30 George S. Bird, Letter to Augusta Maude Bird, Farnham, Surrey, 19 July 1945, Battye Library, MN 1027, 
Papers of Mary Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/68. 
31 Ibid. 
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writings and reminiscences of his own family, regarding class and attachments to elites in Western 

Australia. 

Prejudice and Class 

In terms of Martens’ use of the term ‘prejudiced’ to describe class relations in the colony, there is 

evidence from the Bird family that supports his description, as well as accounts that appear to 

challenge it. Class prejudice is most evident in the early letters of Francis’ daughter Mary to her 

parents, after they had moved to Albany in 1889 but Mary remained in Perth. Not yet eighteen but 

on her own and living temporarily with family friends the Parkers, Mary describes meeting members 

of the Perth elite, such as Lady Lee-Steere and Mrs Venn – wife of grazier and long serving MP Henry 

Venn: 

Such a lot of people came and talked to me last night – old friends – and actually Mrs 

Venn and Mrs Edward Stone gushed that I knew them. Mrs Venn is staying at 

Government House. Mr Venn is a nice old stick but all the Stones and Shentons are so 

dreadfully common and vulgar.32 

Another quote, from Mary’s autobiography, expands on this social position of the Shentons: 

Sir George Shenton was a self-made man. They had a shop…He was a Methodist, and all 

Perth was rabid Church of England, and the Shentons were all very common, but they 

made lots of money and Sir George went into parliament and when I came out they were 

in society to a certain extent. They had a lovely home at Crawley and I liked Evelyn 

[Evaline] very much. She stayed with me for the races at Kalgoorlie one year. She was 

having the affair with Reggie Burt then and he used to send her up flowers to wear to 

the dances but the Burts were dead against it. The Shentons were T.R.A.D.E. [sic.] and 

that was taboo in those days. They were the only tradespeople ever on the fringe of 

society. They were all very little and dark and had a veneer which was missing in their 

aunts – who were frankly common.33 

As a late teenager, Mary was sent to ‘finish’ her education at the Sydney Ladies College, run by 

a Miss Hale.34 Mary describes the decision to send her away to finish her education as a 

common one in Perth at the time. Her mother, however, could not bear to send her only 

 
32 Mary Bird, Letter to Augusta Maude Bird, Perth, WA, 1893, Battye Library, WA, MN 1027, Papers of Mary 
Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/108. 
33 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
34 Mary referred to the College as ‘Miss Hales’ School’, but advertisements of the time indicate it was formally 
known as Sydney Ladies’ College; 'Advertising', Sydney Morning Herald, 07 April 1888, p. 4. 
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daughter to England, as was the usual practice, so the relative proximity of Sydney was 

decided upon. Her father escorted her personally and the pair were met at Circular Quay by a 

Mr Hales.35 In her memoirs, Mary describes her fellow classmates: 

The girls at Miss Hales did not belong to the class I had been born and brought up 

with – they were nice, well to do middle class people and I liked them all but I had 

never known anyone who did not belong to the government house set, all people 

of good families.36 

 

 

Figure 55 An 1888 advertisement for ‘Miss Hale’s’ (The Sydney Morning Herald) 

These comments, albeit from the point of view of a young girl leading a particularly sheltered life, 

demonstrate clear class consciousness in the Bird family and their peers. It also suggests that the 

small Perth society was more class-conscious than Sydney at this time. This impression, however, is 

countered by other accounts, which demonstrate a much more open and fluid society. This apparent 

contradiction strongly supports Penny Russell’s view, that in Australia the new arrivals were 

somewhat torn between their attachment to their past lives, and their attraction to a new, and more 

egalitarian Australian identity. Russell is discussing the Eastern Colonies, where the earlier gold 

rushes had made a more pronounced impact on society, but there are still parallels with the 

Western Australian situation. She writes that the experience of life on the ‘frontier’ encouraged 

settlers to adopt certain national characteristics, such as ‘freedom from snobbery, fluidity of social 

boundaries, and open, frank and natural demeanour and impatience with meaningless rules of 

etiquette.'37 Russell admits that there was a strong class consciousness in colonial Australia but adds 

that, with the passage of time, ‘exclusiveness, caste and inherited social position were forced to give 

way before the material and social realities of a brash, democratic, colonial world.'38 It is again an 

anecdote from Mary that best demonstrates Russell’s position, as it comes from the time of the 

Western Australian gold rushes. Moving to the goldfields in 1896 to be with her new husband, Felix, 

 
35 Mary Cowle, The Bird Family and Woodloes, Perth, WA, Canning Districts Historical Society, 1977, p. 9. 
36 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
37 Penny Russell, '‘Unhomely moments’: Civilising domestic worlds in colonial Australia', The History of the 
Family, Vol. 14, issue 4, 2009, p. 338. 
38 Russell, 'The Brash Colonial', p. 434. 
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Mary found society quite different from that she had known in Perth or Albany. Mary’s first visit to 

the general store in Cue led to an interaction with the grocer behind the counter that shocked her, 

as the man referred to her husband as ‘Felix’, rather than Mr Cowle. Later that night, she recounted 

the story to her husband: 

…he asked, “What was he like?” “Tall and fair and dirty.” Felix’s laughter turned to a 

roar. “By jove..that was not the grocer’s young man, that was the Grocer himself, and if 

he goes up to Town at Christmas time when we do, you will probably meet him at every 

party you go to. He is one of the most popular bachelors in Perth.” …Felix says that Cue is 

the place to come to in order to learn that “it is not the coat that makes the gentleman.” 

…As this is the filthiest place in the world…it was quite impossible to tell the duke from 

the roustabout until he spoke. However, since Christmas and the advent of brides, the 

men have begun to send for their city clothes.39 

Often it is Mary’s simple asides that demonstrate both her class attitudes, and the social flexibility 

that she was able to muster, when the situation demanded. Of a visit to Katanning in the early 

1890s, Mary explains: ‘…being country people, and such a small place, one could not be 

conventional, so I danced with the blacksmith.’40 

Class and Servants 

One aspect of class behaviour that is referred to consistently throughout the family histories, is the 

employment and treatment of servants. From the moment of Francis’ arrival in the colony in 1869, 

he employed servants, and the family engaged a team of servants during their time on the Canning. 

Mary remembers a number of staff during her time at Woodloes in the 1870s and early 1880s. A Mrs 

Catherine McKenna, widow of a one-time boatman and horse trainer, worked as their housekeeper, 

and her son John was the footman. According to Mary he had previously been footman at 

Government House.41 John later joined the police force, and ended up Chief Inspector of Police.42 

Francis also had a valet – a Mr McCann from the Royal Artillery – and a gardener, Mr Morrison. With 

regard to servants, and the behaviours expected of them, once again it was the Governor’s 

household that set the standard. Francis’s youngest son Ivan recalls an incident in the summer of 

 
39 In 1960, Mary Cowle typed a memoir based on her diary entries and letters, relating in particular to her time 
on the goldfields. The original is in possession of the author.  Mary Cowle, Mab's Memoirs, Claremont, 
Western Australia, (unpublished) 1960. 
40 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
41 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. Details on Catherine's first husband, James, can be found at: 'James McKenna', 
in The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, Friends of Battye Library, 
http://www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html (accessed 
December 3, 2020). 
42 'BIG CAREER ENDED: Death of Mr John McKenna', Daily News, 16 August 1933, p. 5. 
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1901, in Albany, when Governor Strickland was in residence at his large Mira Mar estate, near the 

Old Farm. He was out walking with sister Mary when: 

…meeting His Excellency’s groom on a magnificent horse…my sister stopped the groom, 

who sprang off his horse, doffed his hat, and stood with it in hand – the perfect picture 

of Georgian servility to his betters.43 

In their descriptions of interactions with household servants, the Bird family provides further 

evidence of both the stratified, hierarchical social order described by Martens and Cannadine, as 

well as the evolving, reinvention of English society that Russell suggests soon appeared in nineteenth 

century Australia. Russell refers to the desire of middle-class settlers to adapt their environments in 

order to civilise the ‘raw frontier’, but also to a growing colonial identity that saw many in Australia 

develop new characteristics as a result of the realities of frontier life. Both the desire of the Birds to 

civilise their surroundings, and the growing impatience of their servants, is evident in the 

correspondence and memories of family members, from which extracts appear below. 

One account from Mary describes a visit in the early 1890s, with her brothers, to the farm of 

the Grahams, at Eticup, and captures the essence of what was important to her family: 

Lance and I spent a week with the Grahams at Fairfield – a delightful home with 

delightful people – not a bit the rough Australian farm. Lots of perfectly trained maids 

and a big two-storey house…44 

Finding ‘perfectly trained maids’ was never easy for the Birds, who were apparently quite idealistic 

in their expectations. Jocelyn Bowey describes the difficulties finding servants at The Old Farm, just 

before the Great Depression struck, and her family moved in to care for her grandparents: 

They had tried to get someone to come and live in with them, and the first woman 

they had was quite a nice lady, nice person, who had all the right manners and 

knew how to serve the teapot or whatever, but she wasn’t much good at doing 

anything physical in the way of housework. The next one was a jolly good worker 

but not much good at the finer points of life. Neither of them was particularly 

suitable for the needs of my grandparents.45 

 
43 Ivan Marmaduke Bird, Letter to Robert Stephens, July 6 1959, Albany History Collection/Robert Stephens 
Collection, 416M. 
44 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
45 Jocelyn Bowey, Interview by Anthony Lunt, Kulin, Western Australia, 24 April, 2018, p. 1. 
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David Bird’s recollections are similar in that he also remembers that there was a regular turnover of 

staff. David recalls that Augusta Maude ran the house and family but always had at least some staff 

to assist: 

… Sometimes the way she treated servants was pretty much a social distinction, rather 

than a real distinction. Servants were there to work and if you are not working you are 

in dire risk of being treated as though you were a loafer. 

In his mind, however, the issue of staff turnover was one of practicalities, rather than different 

expectations, and the staff that persisted developed positive relationships with his grandparents: 

When you’ve got, say at any time in the earlier years, five or six kids wandering around 

underfoot, you haven’t got an awful lot of time for niceties of how you address the 

staff… The girls who were the maids worked the hours that they were due to work and 

they didn’t loaf around, they didn’t do anything other than do what they were told. And 

yet those who did work for her, over the years, have always been supported. They said it 

was a great place to work.46 

In Mary’s early letters, there is evidence of a paternalistic attitude towards servants, where a more 

aloof, superiority was assumed. In later family accounts, however, changing attitudes are evident. 

Changing attitudes are also evident in how servants reacted to Mary, particularly in the ‘frontier’ 

society of the West Australian goldfields, where it was not possible to maintain the more formal 

master/servant traditions. In 1896, Mary travelled to Cue for the first time with husband Felix. On 

her first night, she met Felix’s servant ‘Jimmy’: 

There was only one thing that Felix had really raved about all the way up, and that was 

his “boy”, Jimmy. There are no women servants up here…and the few people who keep a 

servant are content with a man. Our “boy” is a Cingalee [sic.]. He was cook on Lord 

Brassey’s yacht, the Sunbeam, and never, according to Felix, was there such a treasure…I 

need not worry my head about anything. Jimmy was a perfect housekeeper, a perfect 

housemaid, a perfect house boy, the soul of honesty and a perfect cook. Felix did not 

really think I knew what cooking was until I had tasted one of Jimmy’s curries. Jimmy 

waited on Felix hand and foot, pressed his clothes, and had vowed that he would never 

leave his beloved master. So we are awfully lucky.47 

 
46 Bird, Interview, p. 11, 2014 
47 Cowle, Mab's Memoirs 
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But Jimmy, upon the arrival of the woman of the house, dutifully collected his wages and left the 

next day. For many on the goldfields, a woman was expected to perform the domestic duties of her 

household herself, irrespective of her previous social station. Within a few days, however, a 

replacement had been found – a ‘Mauritius boy’. 

With the passage of time, separation between servant and masters declined. After World War One, 

a servant was no longer referred to as a ‘boy’. In Jocelyn Bowie’s memory, the servants became 

much more like neighbours – although it is significant that the conduit between the two groups was 

Francis, and not his wife or grand-daughters: 

People weren’t looked down on. When we were there, the Cahills had the cottage – they 

were living there, and I don’t think they were paying too much rent – and there were a 

lot of them because there were the parents, and also daughter and children there. We 

weren’t meant to assume that we could go to the cottages but I remember my father, a 

very keen cricket follower and played cricket himself – we didn’t have a radio but the 

people in the cottage did. As a special privilege he was asked to go over there and listen 

to the cricket in the middle of the night… They had been servants at the house in earlier 

days… She’d been a servant, and I think they needed accommodation – with a big family 

– so they were given the accommodation at the cottage, which was fairly minimal.48 

By the time of their old age, Maude and Francis Bird could no longer afford full-time servants and, as 

the above suggests, former servants had become neighbours. In Russell’s words, the ‘vagaries of 

fortune’ in Australia often brought people of widely different backgrounds together, in a ‘semblance 

of equality’.49 Such an easy rapport between the classes, however, is not always evident in the Bird 

family archive. John Rickard describes a clear gap between the myth of social mobility in colonial 

Australia, and the reality but, despite this, ‘colonial manners eschewed servility, and even deference 

was questioned’.50  A letter to Mary Cowle in 1920 from a Mr Hanson, complaining about his 

fiancée’s experiences as a maid for the Cowles in Kalgoorlie, clearly supports this idea. The letter 

suggests that notions of class and proper station had, at least by that date, persisted much longer 

amongst the masters than the servants, who clearly reflected Russell’s description of an Australian 

disaffection with ‘meaningless rules of etiquette’: 

…she is anything but happy and contented with the particular treatment meted out by 

you. Permit me to say that certain demands, in regards to Master and Mistress, and the 

 
48 Bowey, Interview, p. 8, 2018 
49 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 10. 
50 Rickard, Australia: A Cultural History, p. 95. 
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wearing of certain “apparel of servitude” are not only unnecessary, but produce a 

certain dissatisfaction, which at times hurts very much. Personally, I very strongly object 

to the too familiar use of my fiancée’s Christian name, as a certain amount of respect is 

due to any young lady, no matter what her station in life may be. You will see and 

understand by the above that it is impossible for a sensitive young lady to stay any 

length of time and I believe the sooner the present engagement is terminated it will be 

ever so much better for all concerned…51 

Social Etiquette and Manners  

Rules of etiquette provided a means by which the class divisions outlined above could be delineated. 

Such rules of etiquette governed not only actions and behaviours but also appearances and dress. 

They provided important standards of behaviour, in areas such as interactions with members of the 

opposite sex, to which adherence was important in maintaining one’s status in society. They could 

also be simple, day-to-day behaviours, that were important in the private sphere. Many of these 

rules can be more specifically described as ‘manners’. 

Social etiquette and manners are another aspect of Western Australian social history illuminated by 

the Bird family sources. In a similar way to evolving attitudes to class, adherence to strict standards 

of public behaviour declined as time passed. In the earlier periods, however, certain standards were 

clearly expected behaviour, and highly valued. For Russell, these standards were a product of an 

infant society: 

In a climate of uncertainty about who constituted the leaders of society, distinctions of 

manners assumed marked importance. A culture of gentility flourished, as contesting 

groups vied to justify and legitimate their authority…by a display of ‘socially meritorious 

attributes’.52 

In Savage or Civilised? Manners in Colonial Australia, Russell identifies three main reasons for the 

importance of manners to the colonists. Firstly, for some, it became part of a wider rationalisation of 

their colonisation – that they were ‘bringing civilisation to a savage world’. Secondly, manners were 

a way of defining one’s position in what was often a very fluid society. Manners allowed people to 

transcend their station, allowing social mobility and interaction without embarrassment. Lastly, 

 
51 Mr Hansen, Letter to Mary Cowle, Kalgoorlie, 1920, Battye Library, WA, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta 
Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/88. 
52Russell, 'The Brash Colonial', p. 435. 
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Russell believes that manners were a way of defining identity, that they provided a connection with 

Englishness – a ‘sense of belonging to the wider Anglo-Saxon world’.53  

On the event of her parents’ 60th wedding anniversary in 1931, Mary Cowle wrote: 

At 88 and 90, she and father stood for all that was fine and good from the generation 

when an English lady and gentleman typified dignity, honour, graciousness and 

goodness. They are absolutely the last couple in West Australia left, out of the fine 

gentle people who helped to make the colony.54 

Mary is obviously not an impartial observer of her parents but, in her description, her values and 

upbringing are well-evident. Russell’s ‘socially meritorious attributes’ are summed up as dignity, 

honour, graciousness and goodness, and Mary is clear that these attributes are based on a concept 

of ‘gentility’. It is also evident from her tone in 1931 that Western Australian society had changed 

significantly from the time of Francis’ arrival, in 1869. 

Both being prepared for a certain station in life, and appearances, were important to Francis when 

he first landed in Western Australia. This is evident in two different accounts of the extensive 

personal belongings that he brought with him from England. Grandson David recounts how these 

trappings of a young gentleman were described to him: 

24 trunks, Granny told me. 12 dozen shirts and suits, and undergarments and ties and 

hats. He had saddlery, guns, dogs. He had everything a young man might need on a trip 

to anywhere for about a year… 

In the old farm…there was a very large linen press with his opera hat and top hat, and 

his camping roll, his leather gaiters for riding, his jodhpurs – those are the things I can 

remember…55 

Maude’s own account expands upon the description, with a reference to Francis’ first 

accommodation in Fremantle56: 

 
53 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, pp. 2-3. 
54 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
55 Bird, Interview, p. 4, 2014 
56 The original Freemasons' Hotel and Tavern, where Francis stayed, was constructed on Fremantle Town Lot 
221 between 1854-56. When Nicholas Paterson announced the opening of the new hotel it included: seven 
sitting rooms; a large assembly room; eight bedrooms and stabling for 20 horses. The Hotel changed hands a 
number of times, particularly around the turn-of-the-century, and the site is now the Sail and Anchor Sail and 
Anchor Hotel, Heritage Council of Western Australia, 1996, Register of Heritage Places (Permanent Entry), No. 
01002. http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Admin/api/file/1cc2406f-f59c-6781-c7ce-3373a2725529. 



212 
 

Francis brought out a tremendous outfit and had to engage the whole cellar 

accommodation of the Freemason’s Hotel to store it: cases and cases of clothing of every 

description to suit varieties of climactic and washing facilities: cases of ammunition for 

use with a varied collection of rifles, revolvers, guns and pistols, and the sword he was 

entitled to wear as an officer of the Victoria Rifles, besides Bowie knives and endless 

other gadgets considered necessary by any enlightened English family to those 

sufficiently hardy to face the dangers and excitement of a Convict Colony. He also 

brought two pure-bred Scotch Collie dogs which travelled straight from Scotland to the 

ship – one dog a magnificent animal, rough-haired – the other the smooth-coated type – 

both specialists as guardians and keepers of sheep.57 

In later life, Francis continued many of these habits in dress and deportment. 

He wore a black suit, a tie, and a sort of yellow silk shirt… Always immaculately dressed, 

with lace-up boots. When he went outside he put a hat on… He was a very short man…58 

 It wasn’t just a gentleman’s possessions or clothes that marked him as such, however, it was also his 

actions, and the actions of those whose company he would keep. Once again it is in the writings of 

daughter Mary that one can discern the values of her parents. Her descriptions of those on the 

periphery of her social circle support Russell’s assertion that in the Australian colonies there was a 

tendency to judge others by their ‘respectability’ in a manner 'redolent of both competitiveness and 

insecurity.'59 In describing the courtship of gentlemen and the etiquette of kissing, Mary 

demonstrates the importance of decorum in the Victorian age: 

In those days, no “nice girl” ever let a man kiss her before she was engaged, and a 

gentleman then always knew the girls he could or could not kiss. It is a fact that that was 

one of the differences between a cad and a gentleman. The latter never made a 

mistake… We were brought up to believe that if a lady let a man kiss her she was cheap 

– it is a fact that scarcely any of us were ever kissed before we were engaged. There 

were some girls who were fast and cheap and let men kiss them. We knew it and looked 

down on them, and even the men looked down on them…Any girl they respected, and 

 
57 Bird, The Bird and Earnshaw Families, 1930s. The Victoria Rifles was a part-time citizens army formed in 
1859. Stanley Bird, Francis’ brother, was Captain of the regiment of the 1st Middlesex Victoria Rifles and, in 
1899, made Honorary Colonel. T. F. Mills, 'Queen Victoria's Rifles',  Regiments.org, 2006, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080123122453/http://www.regiments.org/regiments/uk/volmil-
london/vinf/L09QVR.htm. Francis was invited to join whilst working for Sir Ewan Christian and did two years 
of part-time rifle practice and drill. 'OBITUARY', Mount Barker and Denmark Record, 31 May, 1937.  
58 Bird, Interview, p. 1, 2014 
59 Russell, 'The Brash Colonial', p. 435. 
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the type they would like to marry – they never made any attempt at such familiarity and 

nothing would have put one of our men off more quickly, than for a girl to show she 

would not mind it. 

The girls in my time who got the best [dance] partners were the ones they respected too 

much to kiss. They did not appreciate girls of their own class behaving like barmaids.60 

It is through Mary’s writing that one can catch a glimpse of the Francis’ and Maude’s values, values 

that were at least initially shared by her husband Felix. Mary describes an 1894 incident in the 

Goldfields town of Cue, in which her husband, Felix, was involved: 

A doctor, who was starting practice in the adjacent settlement, came one day to see 

Felix professionally. He took his wife with him and, when the conference was over, the 

doctor insisted upon Felix accompanying them to the pub for a drink. The wife wore no 

hat, and she stood up at the bar counter and drank porter with them. About twenty 

miners, in various states of inebriation, clamoured round. Felix was horrified that a 

woman of her class could do such an appalling thing in such a community.61 

Mary was an only daughter; and may therefore have been brought up differently to her 

brothers; but she had clear ideas about what was acceptable in terms of a woman’s place in 

society, and what was indecorous behaviour. Of an acquaintance that had come out from 

England, she wrote: 

…she ran away with an obscure young doctor and her husband divorced her and they 

married and came out here, as she could not be received anywhere in England in those 

days.  Divorced woman was a leper.62 

The difficulties of women in maintaining social standards, whilst also being constrained by 

them, is evident in her description of a friend and her daughter: 

…Mr James did not give up his [drinking] habits and he left the bank and took over the 

Freemason’s Hotel in the Terrace, to Mrs James’ sorrow. Being a lady, and Victorian, 

divorce was out of the question and no wife left her husband. But she hated Katy [her 

daughter]…to be brought up in the environment of an hotel.63 

 
60 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
61 Cowle, Mab's Memoirs 
62 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
63 Ibid. 



214 
 

The concept of ‘Victorian’ attitudes is a recurring theme in the Bird family sources, as is the focus on 

women as being the upholders of manners and standards of behaviour, especially with regard to 

family and parenting. The grandchildren have clear recollections of a strict upbringing in this regard, 

but there are also suggestions that, in a similar way to the attitudes to class described above, these 

expectations of children gradually softened over time. According to David, his grandfather was a 

typically aloof Victorian patriarch: 

We had nothing in common to talk about – he was of the Edwardian period, or the 

Victorian period, where children were seen and not heard very much. In our Sunday 

visits, we weren’t allowed to rush round and play games and things like that because it 

was the Sabbath. You thought good thoughts and did good things…64 

There is, however, the suggestion in the oral accounts that, of the two grandparents, it 

was Maude that held to the stricter line when it came to the children’s upbringing. 

Marian Aveling describes women in colonial Western Australia as ‘the centre of family 

life’ – seen as naturally domestic and morally superior to their husbands in family units 

that were the ‘principle socialising agent’ in the colony.65 This depiction of colonial 

women is further explored in the following chapter but, in terms of manners, it is 

consistent with Bird accounts. Verna Goodman explains that it was her grandmother, 

Maude, not her grandfather, who insisted on certain behaviours: 

…she was certainly very strict and you had to behave all the time with her. I remember 

myself being taken for a walk over the Middleton Road to see a Mrs Butcher…I ran 

ahead of Granny Bird and ran around this turnstile ever so many times and then ran on 

up the drive, and looked and she wasn’t following me, and there she was standing at the 

gate waiting. So I ran back and her words to me were ‘Don’t you ever do that again. 

Don’t you ever go through a gate in front of your Grandmother’.66 

The boys were strictly brought up for manners. They used to go and visit on certain days, 

and they all got dressed up in their sailor suits, and they’d be taken to these different 

houses, and it was something special, they all had to stand at the door and bow to the 

hostess before they enjoyed themselves. It was very – er, very English. Granny was very 

like that. Grandpa wasn’t at all – being an Englishman too. He was quite different.67 

 
64 Bird, Interview, p. 1, 2014 
65 Aveling, Westralian voices: documents in Western Australian social history, p. 275. 
66 Verna Goodman, Interview by Yvonne Choules, Albany Oral History Project, 22 April, 1996, 
http://catalogue.slwa.wa.gov.au/record=b1756217~S2. 
67 Ibid. 
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It is clear, and perhaps surprising that it was their native-born grandmother, raised in the remote 

south-west, that provided her grandchildren with their lessons of etiquette. The more relaxed 

attitudes of their grandfather, who was raised in England, strongly supports Russell’s proposition 

that the social rules and class concepts in the colonies were often an invention, so much so that the 

colonists were often shocked by what they found when they travelled back to England.68 Jocelyn 

Bowey best sums up the determination of her grandmother to maintain domestic propriety, when 

she describes dinners at the Old Farm: 

We had damask tablecloths, and cruets…you had to put the tablespoons properly at the 

right angle, and the knives and forks and pudding spoons on properly. You had your own 

particular table napkin…Gran used to darn meticulously the threadbare damask 

tablecloth. You didn’t have money to squander but you kept standards, if you know what 

I mean.69 

By the time of these dinners, the elderly Birds were struggling financially, having lived decades 

into their self-funded retirement. There were no longer servants, and they relied upon their 

children for their care, yet the ‘culture of gentility’ endured. 

Society 

In later life, the Birds’ world had shrunk back to immediate family and the environs of the Old Farm, 

but for the most part they had led active lives and been a part of ‘society’ – in Perth and later in 

Albany. For Brian De Garis, the 1870s and 1880s in Perth were dominated by an entrenched elite, 

where '…everybody was related to everybody else and agriculture, pastoralism and commerce were 

closely interrelated too.'70 Glimpses into their network of friends and acquaintances can once again 

be found in the letters and accounts of Maude and daughter Mary – where the importance placed 

upon the real or perceived social hierarchy is well-evident. The concept of society moves beyond 

notions of class, as discussed above. The upper classes by the end of the nineteenth century in 

Western Australia had, within them, more subtle dynamics. This created cliques and circles of which 

membership was both prized and carefully cultivated. Correct etiquette and manners, as have been 

described, were central to maintaining connections in these circles. In the following description of 

 
68 Russell, 'The Brash Colonial', p. 438. 
69 Bowey, Interview, p. 7, 2018 
70 B. K. De Garis, 'Self-government and the Emergence of the Political Party System, 1891-1911', in C. T. 
Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A., University of Western Australia Press, 
1981, p. 334. 
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the 1896 opening of the Albany Courthouse, to which the Birds were invited probably as a matter of 

course but also because Francis had supervised the works, Mary writes: 

Today we have been to a function over which, as usual, there is a great kerfuffle – the 

laying of the new Court House foundation stone by Mr Fred Piesse [Director of Public 

Works]. Mr Poole also came down for the ceremony. After the “laying” and photographic 

groups, we went opposite to an empty shed and had champagne and cake and speeches. 

The latter were very good and most amusing. After that – ructions. Mr Loftie 

[Government Resident] was Chairman and had to invite Mr Piesse to lay the stone, and 

Mr Moir [Albany Mayor] was furious. He says he should have had that honour. Mr 

Haynes [Albany MLC] has taken his part and is equally rabid on the subject. Some 

people, as usual, were not invited to the ceremony so they are angry.71 

In The Merchant Princes of Fremantle, Brown argues that the settlers created their own ‘gentry’, and 

comments such as those above support the idea that society in Western Australia was being defined 

by its members in a way that was not always clear, and sometimes divisive.72 It was important for 

the middle and upper classes to maintain their position in society and even, perhaps, to create a 

social circle for themselves, and their associates. This circle would then naturally extend into 

political and economic spheres. What emerges from the Bird family accounts is that a clear elite 

existed in Western Australia but that there was also a ‘second tier’ of society, of which the Birds 

considered themselves to be a part. In this tier, it was important to maintain connections and such 

connections were demonstrated through invitations to both civic and social events. Links to 

Government House were highly prized but it was also important to cultivate relationships with high-

ranking civil servants, and members of the newly formed parliaments. 

Bird family sources clearly demonstrate the importance placed on these connections. 

Correspondence between Maude and pre-eminent Western Australian families has been carefully 

preserved and obviously treasured by the family. The correspondents include the Forrest family, and 

Sir John Forrest in particular, who had met Maude and her sisters in the south-west when he was a 

young surveyor.73 Letters from the Forrests are numerous, although often brief thank-you notes for 

cards or good wishes. Sometimes, however, Forrest demonstrated a degree of familiarity beyond 

simple politeness. In a 1913 letter, he described his political future with particular candour: 

 
71 Mary Cowle, Letter to Pat (Felix) Cowle, Albany, 29 December 1896, Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary 
Augusta Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/84. 
72 Brown, The Merchant Princes of Fremantle: the rise and decline of a colonial elite 1870-1900.Ch. 5 
73 Bird, Interview, p. 3, 2014 
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 We are both well. I am Treasurer in the new Liberal Government. Our majority is very 

small, but I think unless one of our members dies or is taken ill it will not be possible to 

dislodge us for some time.74 

There was also regular correspondence with Walter James (Premier 1902-04). During World War 

Two, James wrote the following affectionate Christmas note to Maude: 

My dear Mrs Bird. I write to send you all good wishes and blessings for Xmas and the 

New Year and also enclose a pair of stockings which no doubt you will find useful but do 

not forget that you are still young and charming and therefore must not be afraid of 

showing the stockings.75 

A number of letters remain from Sir James Mitchell, who had grown up near Bunbury and known the 

Earnshaws from a very early age. Mitchell was twice Premier, and officially made Western Australia's 

first locally-born Governor in 1948, after being Lieutenant Governor since 1933. As Lieutenant 

Governor, Mitchell and his wife Clara would often visit the Birds when staying at Government 

Cottage in Albany. In a thankyou note for a letter from Maude, his affection is clear: ‘You were my 

mother’s friend, and your children are our friends…It’s very pleasing to be remembered by the 

people who were real pioneers.’76 

Connections with Government House prior to Mitchell becoming Governor were not as strong, 

evidence that the Birds were part of a second tier of society, behind the British-born, vice-

regal ‘set’. Nonetheless, whatever connections existed were highly valued by the Birds. In this, 

the evidence supports Marten’s summation, that 'Government House played a crucial role in 

the creation and maintenance of Western Australia’s social order in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Well into the last century it continued to be recognised as one of the 

state’s most important society addresses…'.77  

By Mitchell’s time, Martens explains that self-government, World Wars, and the passage of 

time, had 'diminished the vice-regal residence’s lustre…'.78 In the earlier years, however, the 

allure of the Governor was considerable. The Bird family had eagerly sought ties with the 

Governor, and Francis had often cause to deal with the Governor and his staff while he was 
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involved in the timber industry and applying for concessions. In this he mostly dealt with 

Governor Weld but in the 1880s, once he had moved into his architectural practice, his 

children were sufficiently regarded to be invited by Governor and Lady Broome to attend their 

annual Children’s Ball.79 Correspondence from Mary demonstrates that the family was well-

known to one of the Broome's successors, Governor Robinson. The 1893 letter explains that 

Mary was staying with her friend Rose Parker, in Perth, and had asked if they would be able to 

attend a children’s ball at Government House as helpers. According to Mary, ‘Rose asked if I 

could go and the Governor said certainly – he knew Mrs Bird.’80  

The nature of these connections suggests that the Birds were clearly known by the various 

Governors but were only on the periphery of the Governor’s personal circle. Stronger bonds are 

evident with Government House staff. A Christmas letter from Octavius Burt in 1934 serves as an 

example. Burt, brother of the Attorney-General, became the colony's principal civil servant in the 

early years of self-government but had previously worked as the Governor’s private secretary when 

the Birds were at the Canning: 

In these days of unrest and apparent thoughtlessness, it is good to be able still to be in 

touch with those who, like myself, have passed through the old days, and who are united 

in bonds of good fellowship and respect.81 

The Bird’s social connections continued to be important to them after the move to Albany. The 

purchase of the Old Farm was, in part, aimed at providing a social hub for their circle of friends, 

much as the purchase of the albeit grander Pinner Hall had been for his father. Francis had been 

brought up in England when 'a suitable country house was an indispensable piece of equipment for 

performing the social and political roles of a member of the landed classes.'82 The semi-rural 

character of the Bird family homes in Claremont and Albany was, according to Richardson, typical of 

a ' a segment of provincial middle-class professionals who valued retaining something of the rural 

lifestyle becoming increasingly difficult to preserve in the old world.'83 Elliot, in his discussion of 

housing in Perth from the 1890s to 1915, describes the family home as '…an expression of shared 

social values', and The Old Farm at Strawberry Hill was such an expression.84 
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In the descriptions of life at the Old Farm, before Francis and Maude became too old to entertain, 

their home was integral to their position in society. David describes the regular croquet parties on 

the lawn in front of their home, and the etiquette required from visitors: 

All the old families from the state who came to Albany for a nice cool vacation used to 

call. Sometimes they would call and leave a card and return the next day. That was the 

sequence of events. You didn’t just pop in. You would call and notify the servants – that 

was the trigger to say you were here, and be back tomorrow. 

Sir James Mitchell was a frequent visitor, while he was Premier. His sister, Cissy Rae was 

a great friend of my Aunt Helen Playne, so there was a family connection, both sides. The 

Leakes, the Brockmans, Paul Hasluck.85 

 

Figure 56 The Old Farm, Strawberry Hill today. (Photograph from the National Trust (WA), 
https://www.nationaltrust.org.au/places/strawberry-hill/) 

David’s later recollections are supported by myriad earlier invitations and dance cards from balls and 

other social events in the town, which indicates the regard held for the Birds in the developing 

centre of Albany. Many of the social engagements were with the men from the military outpost on 

Mount Clarence, where the officers appeared to be particularly fond of the Birds. Mary’s notes 

include details on one particular officer: 

Captain Harvest, Commandant of the Albany Barracks, was engaged to Hilda Wright. 

Twice a week Hilda, Father and I used to go there for lunch – always Pigeon Pie. After 

lunch we used to shoot clay pigeons for half an hour or so, then play Euchre all the 

afternoon. We had lots of fun. 

 
85 Bird, Interview, p. 3, 2014  David is referring in particular to Mitchell’s second term as Premier, during the 
Great Depression, as that was when David and his family lived at The Old Farm. 
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An invitation to Mr and Miss Bird, from The Mount, Albany, 17 December 1895, simply states that 

‘The Pigeon-pie club request the pleasure of Mr and Miss Bird’s company at the Fort at 1pm on 

Monday…’.86 In this sort of activity, Bolton’s view that the colonial elites ‘borrowed the customs of 

its British prototype' is well-evident.87 Bolton claimed that these customs were only temporary, and 

the croquet, clay-pigeon shooting and tamar ‘hunts’ enjoyed by the elder Birds were certainly not 

continued two generations later but, in the 1890s at least, the life of Francis and his family clearly 

supports Bolton’s assessment that ‘…isolated Western Australia, particularly after the convict 

interlude…seemed an English society’.88  

Patricia Brown supports Bolton, in stating that, in the short term, the moneyed classes of colonial 

Western Australia quickly adopted the habits of an ‘older aristocracy’. These habits included styles of 

dress, the joining and creating of associations, taking up public positions, exercising patronage, and 

building grand homes, well-removed from their places of business.89 The society that these classes 

developed was one where acceptance and connections were highly valued, and woe betide anyone 

who failed to meet its expectations. In 1897, after George Temple-Poole had resigned from his 

government position, he returned to England for two years. It appears that, unlike her father, Poole 

failed to maintain his same position in society after the controversy of his departure from civil 

service.90 When his ship berthed at Albany, Mary delighted in the fact that he was in ‘steerage’. 

Perhaps mindful that he had replaced her father in the Public Works Department, Mary’s summation 

of his social decline was clear: 

He always wore a monocle, and he and Mrs Poole had always put on rather a lot of side. 

I don’t know whether he lived beyond his income, which was a good one for those days, 

but he lost his job and was now destitute. He left his wife in Perth and I don’t know what 

happened to her.91 

Poole returned to Western Australia two years later and resumed his involvement in the world of art 

and architecture, suggesting that Mary had been a little quick to reach judgement, but public 

positions and a sense of civic responsibility were clearly important at the time. It was part of 
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maintaining connections with those of a similar position in ‘civilised’ society. The late Victorian 

concept of a civilised colonist is summarised by Russell as the following: 

Civilised beings possessed cultivated abilities and talents, refined emotional and moral 

sensibilities, political responsibility, civic consciousness, sophistication of thought, 

propriety of conduct, dignity of bearing.92 

Francis Bird’s community involvement and ‘civic consciousness’ were well-evident throughout his 

life. In chapter three, his involvement with the Canning Roads Board was outlined – a voluntary 

position – as was his importance in providing religious services in the embryonic community. Mary 

recalls that: 

Mr Sweeting, the Guildford parson, came once a month for service and stayed the night 

with us. Father took the service on the other Sundays and Father had to bury people 

too.93 

 In Chapter Four, his sporting and community involvements in Perth were described, along with his 

commitment to the West Australian Exhibition. There followed an account of his later interests in 

the Albany Building Society, Albany School Board, and his ill-fated and short-lived political career. 

Perhaps his longest community involvement, and most taxing at times, was his long service as a 

Justice of the Peace. These public positions demonstrate that the habits of an older aristocracy 

described by Brown extended beyond Fremantle around the turn of the century, and Francis Bird’s 

life suggests that there was little to be gained in terms of a monetary motivation. As far as his Grand-

daughter Jocelyn understood these commitments to community, it was never a case of trying to 

benefit personally… ‘it just depended on where your interest would be…Everybody did voluntary 

work then, you didn’t expect to get paid for those sorts of things at all.’94 

More English than the English?   

Brown suggests that a commitment to community organisations was linked to an older, English 

tradition. In the previous chapter, links between England and Australia were identified in 

architectural styles. Earlier in this chapter, manners and behaviour, and attitudes to class in Western 

Australia are also linked closely to an English example. Referring to the English, rather than British 

influences when discussing colonial Western Australia, is more accurate. As van den Driesen 

explains, immigrants to Western Australia at the time of Bird's arrival were 'overwhelmingly drawn 
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from England and Ireland, with those born in England forming the largest single group.'95 Having 

English ancestry, however, does not necessarily imply that one would identify as English, particularly 

if one was born in the colony. The analysis that follows, therefore, seeks to use the Bird example to 

explore the question of whether Western Australian settlers and their families identified as English, 

as Australian, or a combination of the two. 

Writing in the 1960s, Bolton describes the idea that Western Australia in the late colonial period was 

more English than other colonies, as ‘the great Western Australian myth’.96 The study of one family 

in Western Australia is not able to either prove or disprove Bolton’s ‘myth’ but it can demonstrate 

how strongly the family members and their social circle felt about their English origins. Bolton writes 

that Republican views ‘were not uncommon among quite respectable folk’ in the mid to late 1800s, 

and that ‘the freeborn Western Australian is content to cut himself off from old England’.97 This 

position is wholly at odds with the recollections of Francis’ daughter Mary: 

You must remember that when I was a child Perth exactly resembled an English country 

town. It was founded by younger sons of aristocratic or well to do English families who 

brought out their beautiful furniture, china, silver, pictures, servants etc., and lived exactly 

as they lived in England. Until I was nine, I never saw a human being who was not English. 

That was when the Wilkinsons came from the “other colonies”.98 

For Bolton, such sentiment may certainly have existed initially, yet his view remained that here 

was never any 'serious interest in transferring British institutions or British standards of public 

behaviour to the antipodes.'99 The colonists may have ‘borrowed’ and temporarily adopted 

‘customs of the British prototype’ in order to express their superiority but it was a temporary 

phenomenon, until a new set of status symbols emerged. Often, these customs and 

behaviours would quickly disappear when economic necessity demanded it. For the colonial 

elites, self-interest in a world of uncertainties and challenges would always transcend any 

nostalgia for the old ways.  

These views of Bolton may reflect the period of their writing. As described in Chapter One, the 1960s 

was a time when egalitarianism and more radical nationalism dominated Australian historiography. 

A close association of the settler society with the traditions of their Home country does not fit well 

with such ideas – seen as part of an out-of-date focus on what Bolton described as the ‘gentry 
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myth’.100  More recently, writers such as Cannadine have questioned the limitations of post-colonial 

histories regarding imperial influence, as described in Chapter One. 

There remains, however, agreement with Bolton that the British influence and connections declined 

over time, and that even in the nineteenth century, new ‘rules’ were constantly replacing old ones, 

in order to deal with the realities of Australian life. In 2011, Penny Russell summed up this view: 

For most of the nineteenth century, those rules [of etiquette] were simply borrowed and 

reproduced from British sources…In practice, however, colonists faced daily situations 

that were not covered by any of the rules. Principle clashed with pragmatism.101 

Francis Bird, and his habits as described by members of his family, lend more support to Cannadine’s 

view than Bolton’s. Despite the realities of the Australian environment, Francis appeared to be a 

stickler, throughout his life, for the accoutrements of an English gentleman. This was often despite 

the vastly different environment in which he lived and worked. Mary, writing about her father, uses 

the example of his daily attire: 

He had dozens of pairs of boots of every kind – hunting boots, wellingtons, etc. – and 

they were kept shining like a mirror. Until we left Woodloes he always had a valet – 

another Crimean veteran named McCann – a proper soldier servant who turned Daddy 

out like a bandbox…Daddy had two beautiful carriage horses Merry and Curly, and he 

always rode in boots and breeches just as he would in England.102 

On holiday in England in 1913, in a rare case of his own voice in the records, Francis wrote to his 

daughter Mary and described his warm welcome. He described attending services at the Mary 

Abbotts church in Kensington – ‘church of my ancestors’, and touring Pinner Hall, as well as having 

dinner with the Tylers and Bricklayers Guild – with which both Francis and his family had a long 

affiliation. He also wrote of shopping in London, and sending home gifts.103 In the course of a letter 

to Bird, during this English holiday, federal minister and family friend, John Forrest wrote: ‘I expect 

now that you are at home, you will stay there for a while.’104 In this simple sentence, the concept of 

England as home, for Francis Bird, could not be clearer. 

For grandson David, the concept was also clear. Having spent a large part of his childhood with his 

grandparents, for him there was never any doubt that they both regarded themselves as English: 
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He didn’t refer to it as Home but it was just there…he was English. He remained English 

all his life. Maude didn’t go to England until 1913, by which time she was 61, so it was 

not home to her but the way people spoke and talked about Home was that England was 

Home, whether you were born in Australia, or wherever you were born…the idea of 

being an Australian wasn’t particularly current. In her experience although she’d never 

been there, that was Home.105 

This Englishness was also recognised by grand-daughter, Verna Goodman, who similarly pointed out 

the apparent contradiction of her Australian-born grandmother identifying so strongly with a 

country distant from her physical home: 

Well, Granny Bird was rather an autocrat. She had up all the family in an old English 

way, although she had been living in Busselton before she was married…106 

A common recollection, of both Francis’ children and grandchildren alike, is the great anticipation of 

receiving news and presents from their relatives in England. In a letter to Mary Cowle from her 

cousin Horace Bird, son of Arthur Bird, on the event of her father (Francis’) death, 14 Sept 1937, 

Horace wrote to inform her that he had organised a death notice for her father in The Times, noting 

that: 

It was interesting to hear from you for how many years the weekly Times has been sent 

and read. There must be hundreds like you who look forward to its arrival.107 

Perth, and to a greater extent Albany, was a comparatively remote location in terms of the 

availability of quality goods in the colonies, yet this alone cannot explain the importance to the 

family of the articles sent from England. Mary writes that: 

We wore only English clothes, read only English magazines, books and journals, never 

spoke of England as anything but home…108 

In terms of women’s fashion, Mary’s recollection is that, ‘No-one I ever knew got their clothes from 

Western Australia, everything came from England or Victoria.’ No better example was there than the 

fact that her mother sent ’home’ for the trousseau for Mary’s engagement. The casual references to 

England as 'home' in Mary's writings demonstrate that the attachment also persisted beyond the 

temporary phenomenon that Bolton describes. Born in Australia, with an Australian-born mother, 
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Mary was still using the term in the middle of the twentieth century as she wrote her memoirs, often 

using capitalisation to differentiate between her Australian home, and England. As an example, in 

describing the return of her future husband, Felix Cowle, from a year working on the goldfields at 

Cue, she writes that 'He was as smart and beautifully groomed as though he had just arrived from 

Home instead of the back of beyond.'109 

The education of the Bird family members relied heavily on the reading material from England, and 

the children were brought up on a diet of English popular literature. Jocelyn Bowey’s memories of 

the Old Farm included immersing herself in this Anglo-centric education: 

Mr grandfather’s study, I remember that was a fairly special little room of his. He had a 

glass-fronted bookcase on the Eastward side and a desk underneath the window, and a 

chaise-lounge with a fox skin over it on one side. I particularly remember a fantastic map 

of the world, which was a sort of enamelled fabric…and it was pre first world war so 

everything was nice and red all over the place. You could see the British Empire. That 

was his little spot and he used to be in there doing things. In the corridor was a great 

bookcase full of Illustrated London News and old copies of Punch, and National 

Geographics. We had a great fund of things to read on days when you could sit there… a 

lot of English papers – he used to get the Times, it was a little bit late by the time it got 

to Australia by boat but it would turn up eventually. We were very familiar with the 

English countryside, just because we kept …through these books…it was a good thing to 

do. I always liked looking through the Academy Annual pictures and things like that…110 

Francis was awarded two, relatively minor, English awards for his services to the community during 

his life. The first, the title of Freeman of London, awarded as a result of his family connections with 

the Tylers and Bricklayers Guild in London, arrived while he was still alive, while the second, a 

Coronation Medal, arrived soon after his passing. Family recollections of these awards further 

demonstrate the importance of their English roots. Jocelyn Bowey recalls the London honour: 

In the family, we generally had a feeling of what he had done…I can remember when he 

had got the notification that he had the Freeman of London bestowed upon him, the 

inherited title. 

That happened while you were living with him? 

Yes. And I can remember Granny showing it to us.111 
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In a letter from Ivan Marmaduke to his sister Mary, soon after Francis’ death, on July 25, 1937, Ivan 

makes reference to the arrival of his father’s King George VI Coronation Medal – which had arrived 

after his death. Just under 7000 medals marking the occasion were awarded in Australia by local 

authorities, for public service.112 

Jean and Lance were absolutely sweet to me but I was thoroughly overcome by the 

arrival of a “Coronation Medal” for your dear Daddy – It was impossible for them to feel 

the irony of the occasion, arriving on the 24th too – two months exactly after he could 

not know. It seemed to me that, to the last and beyond, he never had or saw the 

fulfilment of his efforts and struggles. 

I am not sure whether I sent you the letter Horace wrote as clerk of the Tylers [and 

Bricklayers], telling him the Company sent their felicitations on the honour he possessed 

of being their senior member both in service and age – as much as 10 years in 

service…That would have made him so happy. 

If he could have seen his medal. I can imagine him trying to conceal his pride and just 

satisfaction. I cannot write of it darling but the certificate and medal with ribbon and 

silver safety pin are here, and he is lying lonely and cold in the earth.113 

Correspondence between the Australian Birds and their English relatives further illuminates the way 

Australians were seen, and saw themselves, in the early twentieth century. Letters to Maude from 

Francis’ great nephew Leyland Bird (son of George, son of Arthur), while he was a Reverend at 

Brewarrina, NSW, demonstrate how the Australian attitudes appeared to an outsider. A letter, dated 

3 November, 1931, was written after he had stopped at Fremantle and met Francis’ children Mary 

and Ivan Marmaduke: 

It has surprised me to find with what esteem most of the Australians look upon England 

and call it home, even if they have never been there. I suppose the truth is that, like 

everything else, one doesn’t appreciate England properly until one has left it.114 

The regular contact and affection between the Birds in Western Australian and their extended family 

in England, despite rarely meeting in person, demonstrates a strong bond with the ‘home’ country. 

In The Tyranny of Distance, Geoffrey Blainey describes the relationship between Australia and Britain 
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at the start of the twentieth century as extremely close – closer than nationalistic republicans in the 

era of Federation cared to admit. In his view, distance had done little to create a unique identity: 

In geography England and her Antipodes were far apart, but the Antipodes developed 

the kind of community one would expect to find within a few miles of Land’s End or the 

Cinque Ports. Nearly all their people spoke English, conformed to British political and 

social customs, obeyed or disobeyed most of the laws the Britons obeyed, and were 

subjects of the British monarch…Australia and New Zealand depended so much on 

Britain, that their geographical position near the end of Asia’s tail and near the islands of 

Oceania seemed irrelevant.115 

More recently, Deryk Schreuder supported Blainey in this, describing Australia as being at the heart 

of a ‘greater Britain’ by the time of Federation.116 For Schreuder, however, this did not preclude 

identifying as Australian. To support this, he quoted Henry Parkes’ ‘crimson thread of kinship’ 

speech, which suggested that one could support both Australian Federation and the British Empire. 

He writes: 

By the later nineteenth century travellers had begun to observe an increasingly self-

conscious assertiveness among Australia settler citizens. ‘Home’ was often taken 

metaphorically to be Great Britain; but they also identified themselves with their new 

societies. Here were the nascent ‘independent Australian Britons’.117 

In World War One letters from Elsie Bird, wife of Francis’ English nephew at The Grange, Great 

Bookham, this ‘middle position’ in Australian historiography is supported. It is evident that the 

Western Australian Birds were clearly seen by their English cousins as Australian, not English, but the 

strong links between the two nations at the time were undeniable. The correspondence included 

news of her boys fighting in WW1, and the visit of Francis and Maude’s son, Walter Disraeli, on his 

way to the Middle East. Also included were general observations on the wider war, such as 

comments about the sinking of the Ebden, and the contribution of Australians to the war effort: 

Hearty congratulations on the brilliant success of the “Sydney”, it really was splendid.118 
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How wonderful your Australian soldiers are, and their heroism in this war will make a 

stronger link than ever before between the two countries – to say nothing of the 

individual and romantic links…119  

Augusta Maude took great pride in the Australian contribution to World War One, writing letters and 

poems for the local newspapers on the subject. As described above, however, she continued to see 

herself as English. Jane Davis discusses a variety of factors that helped make settlers feel more 

attached to Western Australia. These included strong ties to children borne in the colony, a generally 

more optimistic personality, or a connection gained by working on the land. Most importantly, 

according to Davis, ‘factors such as family background and involvement with social networks 

influence the process of belonging’.120 In Maude’s case, perhaps it was the strong connections with 

the extended Bird family in England that meant that she was slow to develop a sense of belonging to 

Western Australia. Her correspondence with in-laws in England was not unusual for colonial women. 

Berry's portrait of the life of Eliza Stanley in Van Diemen's Land is a useful comparison in this regard. 

Eliza is described as being responsible for forming and maintaining networks through 

correspondence with England, and her avid documenting of the family's English ancestry – both 

traits of Maude.121 It wasn’t until her children had left home and developed families and lives of 

their own, that one can see evidence that they began to find their mother’s attachment unusual. 

Until then, they had few doubts about their ‘Englishness’, as daughter Mary explains: 

Perth was simply a small English town. We knew that there were places called the “other 

colonies” but they were as far away and foreign to us as Canada or South Africa. We 

were not a rich colony like Victoria and New South Wales, merely a little English 

backwater. We read only English magazines and papers, and I have never heard England 

spoken of as anything but “home”.122 

Conclusion 

As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, and in accordance with previous chapters, the aim of 

this study of Francis Bird’s family and social life is to compare the accounts available with existing 

histories of late colonial Western Australia, in order to challenge, support, or simply illuminate their 

propositions. Francis Bird’s family represents a second tier of society, described by Russell as a 
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‘middling sort’. The group is under-represented in the historical literature, which has focussed on 

pioneering narratives of leaders and elites until, following the rise of social history, the focus shifted 

to include the working-classes and a more egalitarian, nationalistic Australian ideal. In focussing on 

an upper-middle class Englishman and his family, this study has uncovered a society more aligned 

with that described by Cannadine, in his assessment of the Englishness of colonial societies – their 

similarities with, rather than their difference, or even resistance to the English ‘metropole’. Class, 

and class prejudice were clearly a feature of the colonial period, and later. An aspirational middle 

class also existed, that pursued gentry status, rather than eschewing it. Victorian Western Australian 

society was, as Stannage and Martens describe it, 'highly stratified'. Although class distinction in 

Australia shared many features with England, however, the settlers also created their own elites, 

based on new standards that did not exist in England. The economic and social environment in 

Western Australia also meant that class prejudices quickly declined, in some respects, and were 

seldom maintained by subsequent generations. 

What this chapter has also found is that it is not easy to define or characterise the attitudes and 

habits of this 'middling sort'. It suggests that features of English manners and behaviour were indeed 

strongly enforced in Western Australia from the 1870s, but these were often put aside when 

situations demanded it and, ultimately, they declined in importance over time. Concepts of 'society’ 

and etiquette were also strong, especially prior to the gold rushes, but were mostly maintained in 

social, rather than economic interactions, and often more important to colonial women than their 

male counterparts. The earliest settlers appear to have enforced the highest standards in this 

regard, which supports Russell's observation that this was a result of settlers trying to build a sense 

of identity their new home. In this regard, the Bird family's experiences also support Brown's notion 

of a society creating its own gentry 'rules'. What is also clear from the Bird family sources is that 

social connections were always highly prized, and the obligation toward undertaking public or 

community roles was an important part of maintaining such connections. 

This chapter therefore suggests that Bolton's description of the elites perpetuating English 

behaviours before the goldrush era was justified. The Bird example, however, challenges his view 

that this attachment to English ideals of class soon 'wilted'. It also brings into question Bolton's early 

assertion that Western Australians were not more English than those in the east and that those 

outside the elites were content to 'cut themselves off' from England. 
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CHAPTER SIX: GLIMPSES OF WOMEN, CONVICTS AND ABORIGINES IN 
THE BIRD RECORD 
Introduction 

Simon Stevens, in his study of the Western Australian locality of Greenough, describes his work as 

filling in 'gaps' in Western Australian history. For Stevens, traditional histories, that developed prior 

to World War One and continue to be written, tend to lionise the 'squattocracy' and ignore class 

issues, the experience of women, and settler-Aborigine relations. Stevens draws upon Stannage's 

description of early 'pioneer' histories, which Stannage described as perpetuating a myth that 

'eliminates class and sex inequalities' and 'leaves out and insults the Aborigines'.1 Stevens also 

suggests, however, that more recent, social history writers too easily ignore nineteenth-century 

Western Australia. In his words, 'the Gentry tradition has dominated the writing of the history of this 

period and to some extent local histories as well; while the liberal constitutionalists and "new" 

historians have largely neglected colonial history.'2  

Stevens uses his study to explore matters of geography, economics and culture in colonial Western 

Australia through a microstudy of an isolated locality. In the same way, this chapter will consider 

some of the gaps existing in Western Australian social histories of the colonial period, that a single-

case history may go some way to fill. Intersections exist between the Bird experiences and the 

history of women, convicts and Aborigines that can add to existing histories. This chapter is not a 

history of these groups, and does not aspire to macrohistory, where other voices and wider patterns 

are considered in establishing broad generalisations. Here, only certain aspects of existing histories 

will be challenged, where the sources allow. As explained in Chapter One, microhistorians are 

focused on solving smaller mysteries. 

What the Bird sources indicate about each of the groups is that existing histories are accurate in 

many of their conclusions but also limited. Bird family history reveals that society was not as easy to 

categorise as existing histories would suggest. Firstly, whereas some writers have depicted colonial 

women as leading grim, isolated and physically exhausting lives, others have claimed this to be an 

exaggeration in many respects. In the Bird family, we see evidence of both positions, suggesting that 

a middle-ground position is more accurate, and that many women came to a sense of place in time – 

and generally as their social and family networks grew to support them. The patriarchal society in 

which they lived has been described by writers such as Maggie MacKellar and Marian Aveling as 

restricting women to 'passive' roles and preventing them affecting the economic and political 

 
1 Stannage, 'Western Australia's Heritage: The pioneer myth', p. 150. 
2 Stevens, Colonial life in Greenough, p. 6. 
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spheres in any significant capacity. In the accounts of the Bird family, there is plenty of evidence that 

women, particularly those of the upper-middle class, were not simply passive agents but also that 

they found few opportunities, beyond the domestic, to expend their energies. 

Secondly, the Birds' interactions with the working class, and convicts, sheds light on the attitudes of 

the upper-middle classes towards those that laboured on their behalf. Writers discuss the social 

stigma and exclusion that faced convicts, even after they had served their terms, and the general 

level of distrust they faced. The Bird sources to some extent support this but also provide evidence 

of a level of respect for their labours and skills that is rarely mentioned. There is little evidence of 

Russell's conclusions regarding convicts in the eastern colonies – that they provided a serious 

challenge to genteel society – but there is support for her notion that admiration for the Australian 

'bushman' was formed in the colonial period. 

Finally, the chapter will explore the Bird accounts of interaction with Aboriginal people, both from 

Maude's time in the Southwest, and the family's experiences at Canning Landing in the 1870s. The 

absence of Aboriginal stories in early pioneer histories contrasts with the numerous accounts from 

Maude and daughter Mary, in particular. Russell describes an obsessive documentation of their 

habits and culture, which is well-evident in the Bird sources. These Bird sources, however, appear to 

support the idea of John Tosh, that the relationship between the settlers and Aborigines in this 

period was not as simple as that of the oppressor and the oppressed. Aborigines on the Canning are 

described in a way which suggests that by the later 1800s they were adjusting successfully to a way 

of life that involved interaction with settlers, while continuing many aspects of traditional society. It 

is also clear that they provided an important economic role in the development of the colony, which 

supports the conclusions of writers who point to this as evidence of the negative impact of later 

protection policies. 

Colonial Women in the ‘Hostile Continent’ 

It is difficult to study the life of Francis Bird without being struck by the remarkable life of his wife, 

Augusta Maude, known as Maude. A Western Australian born and bred, Maude presents as a figure 

of refinement and sensibility, but also incredible fortitude in a harsh land, who was to give birth 

fifteen times, at home, and with limited medical assistance. Her life is therefore difficult to reconcile 

with many existing histories of women in the colony in the nineteenth century. On the one hand, her 

life presents as a constant struggle, and marked by misfortune and sadness, which supports an 

earlier historiographical view, but on the other hand, Maude lived the life of the lady of the house, 

with servants and a busy social calendar. Maude was confined to the home for many years but this 

contrasts with depictions of her as an intrepid, nationalistic outdoors-woman – an apparent paradox 
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that supports both Aveling’s depiction of a ‘passive’ colonial housewife, and also Mackeller’s concept 

of successful colonial women developing a ‘creative engagement with the land’.3 

In the 1870s, Augusta Maude lived in relative isolation on the Canning, which had no rail or sea links, 

and was largely virgin forest. With human interactions limited mainly to transient male workers, she 

was often alone for long periods as lady of the house, raising her young children. In her work on the 

women of the Clifton family in Australind, albeit based on experiences three decades earlier, Jean 

Northover describes women cowed and broken by their new surroundings. Of Louisa Clifton, she 

writes: ‘A short journal entry after ten years of silence expressed her sense of isolation and 

withdrawal.’4 Margaret Anderson’s study of Western Australian families in the middle of the 

nineteenth century presents a similarly grim picture of life for wives and mothers. Her conclusions 

are based upon the general rule, and not specifically the lives of those in more affluent homes, such 

as Maude, but her findings are clear. Childbearing and the raising of children dominated the lives of 

women in this period, and one in three women did not survive childbearing. Few parents survived to 

see their children independent and, ‘as for colonial women at this time, they must have accepted 

that marriage would mean a child fairly promptly and a life dominated by recurrent childbearing and 

lactation.’5 

This description is borne out by the life of Maude Bird. Her first and fourth babies were stillborn, and 

she suffered through five infant deaths. In total, she spent over 12 years pregnant in her first 24 

years of marriage, and her last child to leave home was Ivan Marmaduke, who left to join World War 

One when Maude was 62. Despite these decades of child-rearing, however, and periods of isolation 

and deprivation, Maude lived to the grand age of 94. Her life suggests that it was possible to live 

comfortably, and thrive, as a mother and wife in Western Australia at the time. 

For Mackellar, the portrait of life for colonial women as 'suffering, relentless labour, hopelessness 

and the loss of femininity' was an exaggeration, if not entirely inaccurate.6 There is no denying that 

Maude faced her hardships. Besides her regular pregnancies and the infant mortalities, Maude also 

suffered significant damage to both her sight and hearing in a carriage accident while living at the 

Canning. According to David Bird, the accident happened in 1874, when a carriage driven by Francis 

slid sideways and into a tree.7 Although not totally blind or deaf, Maude’s sight and hearing 

 
3 From Chapter One 
4 Northover, ''A splendid field before us...': Women and Colonial Settlement in the Coastal South West of Pre-
Convict Western Australia1840-1850', p. 87. 
5 Anderson, 'Marriage and Children in Western Australia, 1842-49', p. 56. 
6 MacKellar, Core of my heart, my country: women's sense of place and the land in Australia & Canada, p. 12. 
7 This description came in explanatory notes provided to the author after David’s oral interview. Bird, 
Interview, 2014 
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deteriorated from this point, until more advanced medical attention in later life improved her sight, 

in particular.8 Despite these setbacks, as Mackellar suggests of many colonial women, Maude was 

able to retain a clear femininity, and overcome despair.  

Absolutely a gentlewoman. She was a robust sort of woman – she had to be, to carry 

that many kids I guess. She was very pretty. I’ve got some fine photos of her when she 

was younger. She was always a stately, regal presence. Not in any way dominating but 

you knew she was the lady of the house and everyone knew she was the lady of the 

house and she would give what she was given because she was what she was. She 

always dressed in black, she got all her clothes from Sydney. I can never tell one garment 

from the next, they all looked the same to me but she wore what she wore with a certain 

amount of style – not there was any sort of fashion, or ‘game’ about her…she was not 

that sort of person…9 

Family sources depict a proud, dignified woman, with time to devote to creative and social pursuits 

in equal measure. Grand-daughter Verna Goodman recalls the stoicism that her grandmother 

displayed in the face of her disabilities: 

 

…she lived in that house you know, with that 

stairway, and managed all the time, and she 

couldn’t see. She taught herself Greek in braille. 

She did everything in braille…She was a very 

clever woman and I don’t know what she would 

have ended up with if she had been alive today. 

One of the big positions somewhere I should 

think. She had a wonderful brain.10 

 

 

David Bird also comments on his grandmother’s remarkable abilities, including her planning and 

design of the Old Farm gardens, her croquet gatherings, and her poetry: 

 
8 Verna Goodman names a Doctor Morley, who came to Perth after World War One, as performing the 
restorative surgery. Goodman, Interview, 1996 
9 Bird, Interview, pp. 11-12, 2014 
10 Goodman, Interview, 1996 

Figure 57 Francis and Maude, 1930s. 
(Photograph courtesy of Anthea Bird) 
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Maude’s sister Marion died two years before I was born…but she used to come across 

very frequently and write a lot of Maude’s poetry for her, because Maude couldn’t see to 

write, but her mind was free… and wonderfully adapted to recall, preserving the things 

she learnt when she was young, and it came out vividly in her poetry. She had a 

wonderful command of English, which she illustrated in the poems written. Perhaps her 

most outstanding effort was when she rewrote Horatius [Lord Thomas Babington 

Macaulay] as “The Great Defence”, about the attack by the Germans into …Belgium in 

the first World War. She had that published. There were eighty chapters of it – eighty 

stanzas – and she said she had not read the poem for more than 40 years, but her mind 

was so well attuned to remembering what she had learned that the poetry she wrote 

matches exactly Macaulay’s…the most incredibly well-reasoned poetry, covering a broad 

range of a journey which she had no reason to know anything about.11 

Maude’s writing, be it poetry or letters, her frequent visitors, and her grand homes, suggest a degree 

of comfort was always present in her life. Alexandra Hasluck, in her biography of Georgiana Molloy, 

recognises that those middle and upper-class women, who were not forced into domestic service or 

other menial work, often found conditions in early colonial Western Australia to be considerably 

more comfortable than some accounts have suggested: 

Too many novels and accounts of the first days of the colony show it as disastrous and 

tragic. Diaries and letters on the contrary show a picture of pleasant social life with a 

background of hard work, mostly unaccustomed but not wholly unexpected, with periods 

of depression offset by the achievement of a certain comfort which was to become the 

Australian way of life.12 

Mackellar also challenges the views of many writers that have depicted a continent hostile to 

women. She accepts that colonial women had a hard life, and that they often spent long periods 

feeling a sense of ‘intolerable confinement’ that was escapable only for men, but forms the 

conclusion that these women also developed a profound sense of place.13 Family accounts of Maude 

take this further, depicting an independent woman that not only developed an affection for her 

homes at the Canning, in Claremont, and at the Old Farm, but also refused to be ‘confined’ by 

gender expectations. Grand-daughter Jocelyn describes her as 'a West Australian pioneer girl, she 

was pretty handy, strong and resourceful.' Jocelyn explains that, after marrying Francis, 'she became 

 
11 Bird, Interview, p. 3, 2014 
12 Hasluck, Georgiana Molloy: portrait with background, p. 8. 
13 MacKellar, Core of my heart, my country: women's sense of place and the land in Australia & Canada, p. 12. 
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the lady of the house' but recounts a story that is also present in other accounts; of an intrepid 

Maude in the 1880s, when she was a young mother living in Claremont, four kilometres from Perth: 

Gran used to talk about being given a Canadian skiff, and it was better to row into the 

city, into Perth, by the river, than go round the sandy track from Claremont to Perth, 

having to get horses…She used to row to Perth when she was young, she enjoyed doing 

that.  

It has been shown earlier that Maude, despite being born in the colony, continued through her life 

to describe England as ‘home’. This does not, however, appear to have implied that she wasn’t 

deeply connected to Western Australia. Davis, in her study of early colonists in five different regions 

of Western Australia, contests what she describes as a ‘the pioneer narrative’ that ‘European culture 

was transplanted and transposed onto a new environment, with little appreciation of this land.’ She 

challenges those writers that have claimed that ‘the land alienated and estranged these newcomers’ 

and asserts instead that the relationships between Europeans and the Australian landscape were far 

more complex than suggested, and that many, if not most settlers came to call the land ‘home’, with 

which they were able to develop a strong affinity, and sense of belonging.14 Maude’s affinity with, 

and appreciation of her surroundings is best demonstrated in her writing and poetry – where the 

environment and the people of Australia figure heavily. One such poem, Terra Australis, written in 

1930, captures this attachment to place. It again, however, demonstrates that it was possible for 

colonial settlers to see ‘home’ in both Australia and England – even those that had been born in the 

colonies. The following are three of its fourteen verses: 

Perchance her palms in Eden grew, 

Her cycads and her flowers, 

Exotic shapes of gorgeous hue, 

And forms of life that only knew, 

This ancient land of ours. 

So few they were, and yet how fine, 

The bravest and the best. 

No need to mourn o’er race decline, 

No men of Earth could those outshine, 

Who pioneered the West. 

Daughters and sons of this dear land, 

 
14 Davis, 'Longing or belonging? Responses to a 'new' land in southern Western Australia 1829-1907', p. 3. 
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Fulfil your duty clear. 

Be worthy that heroic band, 

And strive with heart and soul and hand, 

To keep “Forever England Here”.15 

 

A final area in which Maude’s story may shed further light upon established historical 

understandings is the extent to which women in nineteenth century Western Australia found 

themselves being constrained by gender attitudes. Mackellar compares the situation for middle-

class women in Australia and Canada, finding them similar. One particular conclusion she reaches is 

that, rather than the environment restricting these women, it was the predominant culture – that 

women were 'restricted by a culture that defined middle-class women in terms of passivity, lack of 

utility, and fragility.'16 In Marian Aveling’s summation of popular attitudes, she quotes debaters at 

the Swan River Mechanics Institute in 1853, one of whom stated that ‘…men have a superior power 

of intellect to woman [sic]. Woman have a refined intellect. Man has a masculine mind. Each use it 

according to their sphere.'17 Not that there was significant resistance from women to these 

attitudes. Margaret Grellier (Anderson) has written that 'we can infer from letters and diaries of the 

period that the ideal of home and family had great emotional appeal for men and women…'18 In 

terms of the expected role of women, and family in general, Aveling also bases her conclusions on 

the letters and newspapers of the middle classes of the time, where there is… 

…little doubt that they regarded family life as a vital prerequisite for the building 

of a ‘successful’…society at the Swan River Settlement. Nor is there much 

uncertainty about the role women were expected to play…the centre of family life. 

In fact, the nineteenth century middle-class concept of the family – as principal 

socialising agent and secure refuge from the temptations of the world – was 

entirely dependent on popular concepts of womanhood. Women were seen as 

‘naturally’ domestic and supportive; morally superior to the grosser male but also 

passive, emotional and physically unstable.19 

 
15 Augusta Maude Bird, Terra Australis, 1930,  Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta Cowle (nee 
Bird), ACC 2981A/82. 
16 MacKellar, Core of my heart, my country: women's sense of place and the land in Australia & Canada, p. 6. 
17 Aveling, Westralian voices: documents in Western Australian social history, p. 285. 
18 Margaret Grellier, 'The Family: Some Aspects of its Demography and Ideology in Mid-nineteenth Century 
Western Australia', in C. T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A., University of 
Western Australia Press, 1981, p. 499. 
19 Aveling, Westralian voices: documents in Western Australian social history, p. 275. 
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Maude certainly spent the majority of her married life in the domestic sphere and, as has been 

described earlier, was the principal parent in terms of instilling values and manners in her children. 

In discussing the Cliftons, Northover writes that ‘the preservation of family life remained women’s 

total duty’.20 In Bolton and Gregory’s Claremont: a History, however, middle-class women are 

described as not only the guardians of the home, but also the local community – and this is also 

evident throughout Maude’s life. In reference to popular nineteenth century English writer Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s series of articles on the fictional country village of Cranford, Bolton writes that 'During the 

week…the village of Claremont was the province of women…and the rhythm of daily life must have 

revolved around the affairs of its women, as it had in Gaskell’s Cranford.' 21 

Maude was far from the ‘passive’ wife, with a great deal of evidence that the couple’s social affairs 

were largely directed by Maude, given her husband’s reticence in this area. The relationship 

between the two, at least at home, was more of a modern partnership, according to her 

grandchildren, but with some more ‘traditional’ elements. This is best summed up by grand-

daughter, Jocelyn Bowey:  

I didn’t notice that there was any ‘place’ for the women in the household. I have no 

recollection of any woman being subservient to men. On the other hand, Francis would 

carve the meat.22 

Convicts, the Working Class and the Birds 

According to Penny Russell, ideals of civilisation, and the concept of manners in the Australian 

colonies ‘took it for granted that savagery was the natural state of humanity’. For Russell, the 

trope of 'savage' took a number of different forms – the dispossessed Aboriginal Australian, 

the foul-mouthed convict, the uncouth gold-digger, the brutish drunkard or the barbarian 

politician. These imagined images were contrasted with the best of white civilisation, that was 

refined, ordered and restrained.23 In the Bird accounts, there are certainly examples where 

the concept of the savage is central to the narrative but there are also many examples where 

either empathy, or respect, for ‘the other’ is evident. In these cases, the dichotomy between 

the civilised and the uncivilised is blurred. Earlier in this chapter, and in previous chapters, 

Russell’s uncouth gold-digger, drunkard, and barbarian politician have all been described, in 

accounts which range from the appalled to the chastened. The bushman, the convict and the 

 
20 Northover, ''A splendid field before us...': Women and Colonial Settlement in the Coastal South West of Pre-
Convict Western Australia1840-1850', p. 85. 
21 Bolton and Gregory, Claremont: a History, p. 51. 
22 Bowey, Interview, p. 7, 2018 
23 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 5. 
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Aborigine are also a part of the Bird histories. In accounts of contact with these groups, there 

is an obvious disparity between the distant, paternalistic accounts, that one would normally 

expect in early frontier histories, and a genuinely concerned, respectful familiarity in others, 

that suggests a wide range of attitudes could exist among the ‘middling classes’ of Australia’s 

English colonists. 

An early account, from the diary of Maude’s sister Marion in 1871, clearly displays a distant 

and somewhat dismissive attitude towards the lower classes. Marion’s casual segue from her 

latest shopping expedition to the vigilante-like treatment of a suspected criminal at the 

Canning, provides a glimpse into a class that seemed to witness the behaviour of those below 

them as diverting – but only fleetingly. Marion had travelled to the Canning to be with Francis 

and Maude for the birth of their first child, and she wrote down her observations on a daily 

basis: 

Dec. 29th Nice cool day. I rode to Perth with Frank. Mrs James, Mr Hetherington 

and Kitty came…had tea. I got two letters. Kitty bought me a new dress. The 

prisoner confessed to the murder of the poor man. They threw him in the river.24 

For Russell, early colonial life provided numerous opportunities for disparate groups to come into 

contact, and thus challenge the traditional British rules of class interaction: 

In colonial society, jarring juxtapositions of values and habits were everywhere. Between 

colonisers and colonised, lawmakers and lawbreakers, men and women, the rough and 

respectable classes, men of honour and men of profession, new wealth and old – there 

was boundless scope for dissent and offence.25 

The most obvious social challenge for the colonial elites in Western Australia at the time of Francis 

Bird’s arrival was the presence of large numbers of convicts and ex-convicts in the colony, and their 

critical economic role. Contact with convicts was difficult to avoid, and even more so when one was 

an entrepreneur in need of scarce labour. The initial intention was for Western Australian convicts to 

be selected from the ranks of those with the best conduct records in the British gaols but Barry 

Godfrey and David Cox suggest the contrary – that ‘three quarters of the men were weighty 

offenders – no handkerchief stealers these.’ This did not change throughout the convict period in 

Western Australia, with the final shipload little different to the first arrivals in 1850: 

 
24 Marion Earnshaw, Marion Earnshaw's diary of her visit to the Canning, 1871-1872, Town of Canning Public 
Libraries, 1978, p. 3. 
25 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 10. 
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The populations of the Hougoumont and the Scindian were very similar, suggesting that 

the colony was largely filled with middling and serious, rather than minor, offenders. 

Most were recidivists as well…26 

In his study of the convict era in the colony, Bill Edgar uses the example of the Belgravia, which 

arrived in 1866, where the 275 convicts aboard included 50 who had been found guilty of a crime of 

violence, 10 were serving life sentences, and 208 were repeat offenders.27 Despite this, Edgar finds 

that the convicts were particularly law-abiding, especially those on a ticket of leave, or having 

gained expiree status. This was in no small part due to the possibilities of future advancement that 

the colony offered: 

A ticket-of-leave man had to be circumspect in his behaviour. Although permitted to 

acquire land, a ticketer’s property reverted to the crown if he was found guilty of 

misconduct. He could be arrested without warrant for the smallest misdemeanour and 

tried without a jury by a single magistrate. An expiree was under closer scrutiny by the 

police than other members of the community. His every act had to be above suspicion if 

he wished to advance himself.28 

In his more recent study, however, Godfrey concludes that, although convicts and ex-convicts in 

Australia did not often commit crimes in Australia as serious as those for which they were 

transported, they did contribute to higher crime rates through ‘low-level nuisance and public order 

offences’, such as drunkenness, vagrancy and minor violence and property offences.29 The Bird 

family accounts go some way to confirm both positions, once again providing a useful insight into 

the period. These accounts paint a picture of a restless and somewhat unruly group, yet also suggest 

a generally law-abiding, reliable and trustworthy workforce. An account of the Canning settlement in 

1879, from Police Magistrate, a Mr Loftie, suggests harmony, rather than mistrust or discord, was 

the order of things for those connected to Mason, Bird and Co.: 

They all looked a cheerful, contented, well-fed lot of people – they were decidedly well-

clad – and the thought struck me as I looked around the room that there were many 

more unhappy places, even in this colony, than the Canning.30 

 
26 Godfrey and Cox, ''The Last Fleet': Crime, Reformation, and Punishment in Western Australia after 1868', p. 
240. 
27 Edgar, 'The Convict Era in Western Australia: Rehabilitation rather than Retribution', p. 467. 
28 Ibid., p. 471. 
29 Godfrey and Cox, ''The Last Fleet': Crime, Reformation, and Punishment in Western Australia after 1868', p. 
253. 
30 'COUNTRY LETTERS', Inquirer and Commercial News, 26 February 1879, p. 3. 
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Louis Marshall has described the life of ticket-of-leave men as little better than those that remained 

in government service. For Marshall, only those with 'benevolent masters' were able to live 

relatively well, and this seems to have been the case with the men that worked for Mason, Bird and 

Co.31  

The convicts provided a much-needed boost to the economy of the colony, through their labour, and 

the construction of infrastructure, but their presence also created a domestic market that ‘created 

new, viable business opportunities and generated a wider range of commercial activity’.32 Such 

businesses included Mason’s milling operations, and this did not stop with the cessation of 

transportation in 1868. As Edgar notes, for many years later, as sentences were served and 

completed, ‘the proportionately large numbers of convicts and ex-convicts within the population (in 

the vicinity of 60% of the male population), still represented a considerable part of the Western 

Australian community.’33 In a recent study, Shane Burke finds that mixed labour forces were the 

norm in Western Australia, during and after transportation.34 Aboriginal, convict, ticket-of-leave men 

and ex-convicts worked side by side on government work sites and, it appears, in the Canning timber 

industry. 

The Western Australian Genealogical Society's master index of ticket of leave registers lists Francis 

Bird, Ben Mason and Mason, Bird and Co., as employers of convicts with a ticket of leave. This index 

details 107 individual terms of employment granted between 1871 and 1877, for the Mason and 

Bird operations. Of these, most were labourers but there were also a considerable number of 

sawyers, teamsters and carpenters. In addition, there were three household servants and a 

specialist ‘boatman’. Ben Mason had employed close to three hundred ticket-of-leavers prior to 

Francis Bird’s entering into his timber operations, so use of their labour was not new in the Bird 

period, but there was clearly also no compunction from Bird in this regard.35 According to the 

registers, occasionally a ‘colonial prisoner’ – convicted of an offence in the colony – was also 

engaged, which suggests that not all the workers at Canning Landing were free men, or had a ticket 

of leave.  This tallies with David Bird’s memories of being shown around Woodloes as a young man: 

When we visited Woodloes…we went down below in the cellar, and there were these 

iron rings where the convicts were chained up overnight so they couldn’t run away… 

 
31 Marshall, 'The Ticketer's Plight: Living standards and mortality among ticket-of-leave convicts in Western 
Australia, 1850-1877', p. 121. 
32 Edgar, 'The Convict Era in Western Australia: Rehabilitation rather than Retribution', p. 477. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Burke, ''Convicts' in the Swan District: The first public works projects in the colony of Western Australia, 
1850-51'. 
35 Employers of Ticket of Leave Men, 1850-1890,  
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The family's views on the convicts and ex-convicts, rather than demonstrate a ‘boundless scope for 

dissent and offence’, as suggested by Russell, instead appear to reveal a great deal of mutual 

respect, albeit that there was no question of the family’s superior status. This is most evident in 

Mary Cowle’s memoirs, where she writes: 

The ‘greater part’ were convicts, ‘some very decent, some murderers and crooks. They 

were all devoted to Father and Mother and when we children were in the hills…they 

waited on us hand and foot. We would have been completely safe with any of them.’36 

This positive account goes some way to counter what has been the traditional view of how those 

such as the Birds would have viewed convicts. In 1959, Frank Crowley made reference to Western 

Australia's 'dark age of convictism', as seen by those both within, and outside the colony after 

transportation ended.37 Two decades later, Geoffrey Bolton wrote that respectable Western 

Australians were, by the 1870s, '…growing sensitive about convictism [and their] exclusiveness 

towards emancipists drew public comment from Governor Ord…'.38 A 2015 article by Merran 

Williams captures popular feeling in stating that 'Today, enough distance has passed to allow 

Australians to look back on their convict heritage with interest rather than repugnance.'39 Whilst 

Mary was certainly not suggesting social interactions with ex-convicts, there is little evidence of 

'repugnance', an anti-transportation sentiment, or a fear of the convict 'taint'.  

The Bird sources depict both convict and non-convict workers on the Canning. In particular, the mill 

workers and their families are vividly described. The mill, and the landing, were considered quite 

remote at the time, and the men that worked there were of hardy stock, undeterred by hard labour 

in the heat and sun. Russell identifies these manual workers on the fringes of settlements as the new 

‘bushmen’ of the colonies. In early New South Wales accounts identified by Russell, these men are 

described variously as the drunken, uncivilised, or savage – however, ‘as the nineteenth century 

progressed such moral condemnations of uncouth bush manners were overshadowed by 

expressions of resigned indulgence, grudging admiration and awed respect.’40 This is clearly 

supported by Mary’s description above. Mary’s respect, however, does not mean that she did not 

see a ‘wild’ side of the men she grew up with: 

 
36 Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
37 F. K. Crowley, A Short History of Western Australia, Melbourne, Macmillan, 1967, p. 44. 
38 Bolton, 'Western Australia Reflects on its Past', p. 678. 
39 Merran Williams, 'Stain or badge of honour? Convict heritage inspires mixed feelings.', The Conversation, 8 
June, 2015. 
40 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 51. 
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They were a pretty wild gang – convicts and villains for the most part – so much so that 

on Saturday nights when some hundred or so went into town a posse of police used to 

round them up and escort “Bird’s gang” over the Causeway Bridge, and see them safely 

on their way to Woodloes Landing.41 

For Russell, ‘…the “cussing” of the “bullockies”, in particular, became the stuff of legend.’42 This 

almost perfectly describes the Bird family’s obvious admiration for the skills of their teamsters on 

the wooden railway that carried the logs from their mill down to Canning Landing: 

Dart was one of the drivers – by far the best – a magnificent and fearless driver, and he 

kept his horses looking like show horses, but he was, I believe, a murderer, and terribly 

foul-mouthed – swore most dreadfully – but adored and was gentle to his horses. The 

first year the family were taken to camp in the hills there was great excitement among 

the men, and Daddy ordered that a certain driver should drive the truck that took us. 

Dart was No. 1 driver and when he heard that another man had been chosen he went to 

Daddy in a fearful state of agitation. “Why was another man chosen to drive the 

Mistress and children when he was the No. 1 driver?” Daddy said he was sorry but Dart’s 

language was really so appalling when negotiating the dangerous curves that it was 

unfit for the Mistress and children to hear. Dart was very upset and he begged that he 

should not be deprived of the honour.  

My mother was very beautiful, tall and with a lovely figure, exquisite complexion and 

hair the colour of ripe corn. The men were very proud when she spoke to them. Dart 

vowed that ‘the Mistress” should not hear one word of language, so Daddy gave in and 

said he could drive us. He was secretly relieved because it was a really dangerous line 

and he was glad to have a man who was equal to any emergency. Daddy lost many 

valuable horses owing to trucks getting out of control or some carelessness through 

which they were killed, but Dart prided himself that he never had an accident. Daddy 

said that Dart’s abstention from “language” on those trips was the talk of the hills for 

months, and that the horses could not understand who was driving them and almost 

refused to start or pull or answer his modified commands.43 

There is no doubt here that the workers on the Canning were a class apart from Francis and his 

family, but this type of source makes it clear that it was no simple dichotomy of savage or civilised. 

 
41 Cowle, The Bird Family and Woodloes, p. 2. 
42 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 51. 
43 Cowle, The Bird Family and Woodloes, pp. 2-3. 
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The Bird accounts show little repugnance towards a group that is also clearly shown as vital to the 

colony at the time and demonstrate once again that a viewpoint from this 'second tier' of society is 

invaluable in what it may offer Western Australian social history. 

Southwest Aborigines and the Birds 

Besides convicts and the working class, the ‘other’ in the Bird narrative also includes Southwest 

Aborigines. In her study of Aborigines in the southern forests region, Patricia Crawford writes that; 

‘Not surprisingly, none of the nineteenth century narratives foregrounded Aboriginal people. The 

Europeans spoke of empty lands and a country awaiting development.’44 This concept of an empty 

land is certainly not the case in Bird family accounts, which describe Aboriginal people, and their 

interactions with them, at great length. In these accounts there is much evidence of respect and 

admiration regarding Aboriginal people, both as a distinct and exotic culture, and as employees and 

neighbours. The sentiment of a country awaiting development is present, however, as well as a clear 

sense of both paternalism and perceived cultural superiority. 

As described earlier, the Aboriginal Australian has been described by Penny Russell as one of the 

forms of ‘savage’ central to the narrative of colonial Australia. Her analysis of early accounts finds, as 

a consistent theme, that as many Europeans came into contact with Aborigines, they perceived 

them as savages, and at the lowest level of savages in the world, given their lack of clothing and an 

apparent absence of agriculture. These early judgements evolved into a ‘litany of savage qualities’ 

that the colonists perpetuated, ‘unabated, throughout the nineteenth century’. These qualities 

included hostility and mistrust, idleness, lack of planning and foresight, and neglect of women and 

children.45 According to Russell, British colonisers in Australia often reacted to Aborigines with a 

mixture of disgust and embarrassment, and often ‘managed their discomfort [through]…an almost 

obsessive documenting of [their] manners and customs.’46  

Over her life, Mary Cowle documented her mother’s memories of growing up in the Earnshaw 

family, who were some of the first to farm at the Vasse, in the colony’s southwest. Maude also 

related stories told to her by her mother (Mary’s grandmother). In these reminiscences we have a 

clear example of this almost compulsive writing about the Aboriginal people with whom she came 

into contact as a child, and a sense of both the fascination and discomfort felt by both women.  

In about 1850 there were only about eight men at the Vasse and they all had to go to 

Bunbury for something – stores probably – as one of the few and far between ships may 

 
44 Crawford, Contested country: a history of the Northcliffe area, Western Australia, p. 51. 
45 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, pp. 32-3. 
46 Ibid., p. 33. 



244 
 

have just arrived. Only Mr George Chapman and his brother James, who was lame, were 

left to guard the settlement. A crippled black boy whom Grandma had been kind to, 

came and warned her that the natives were coming to kill them all. All the women and 

children crowded into Grandma’s bedroom which had little windows, and locked 

themselves in. They put mattresses over the windows and waited, as the natives never 

attacked ‘til daylight. They put the babies and little children under the big table and built 

a corral around it with mattresses and pillows propped against chairs.  

Directly they received the warning, Mr Chapman mounted his horse and rode to Bunbury 

and brought back the men – 30 odd miles. They rode all night and got there just in time. 

The natives saw the men coming and did not attack.47 

Far from disgust or embarrassment, however, and despite the fear implicit in these reminiscences, 

they include a surprising degree of admiration, and even awe: 

1862 Vasse 

…they were staying at Ravenscliffe with Grandfather – Ravenscliffe was his station, 40 

miles from the Vasse in wild bush. He left three men on the station but they lived in a hut 

some distance away and were away at work all day, and he took his other man and went 

to Bunbury for stores. The Police were after a wild native, Big Billy, for murder and 

people were warned as much as possible. One day, when the men were all out at work, 

Big Billy appeared at the homestead with 100 natives in full war paint. Billy had an 

immense bundle of magnificent spears and looked splendid, his head bound round, his 

hair filled with Wilgia (a red clay) and a stick stuck through it to show he was on the war 

path, he was painted in red and colours. All the other natives – men, women and 

children – were in full war paint and all armed with their immensely long, granite tipped 

spears, shields, head dresses, Woomeras, Kylies and waddies etc – and of course, 

hundreds of dogs. One girl of 15 was perfectly naked except for a waist rope fellibeg. The 

men wore only tassels but the women wore Bourkas (skin dresses). A most awe-inspiring 

sight. They demanded flour and Aunty Marion was so frightened she gave them almost 

all she had (it was their food) and even Grandfather’s seed wheat. 

When the man came home to dinner, he was cross with Aunty for giving the seed wheat 

but what could she do? She was only 18 and alone with mother, aged 12.  

 
47 This account is based on 1931 interviews of her mother by Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
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The natives boiled the wheat in the wash boiler and ate it all. They then demanded ‘T 

chuga’ so she had to give them that. They all sat down and ate and when they had 

finished their meal, they rolled possum fur into ropes on the thighs of their highly 

greased bodies, singing all the time as they rolled the fur. Then they crossed the brook 

and streamed up the hill opposite the house – dogs, spears, painted bodies gleaming – a 

lovely sight. 

Billy knew the police were after him but he didn’t care, he was very proud and disdainful. 

They did not hurt the two girls but all went off leaving them with barely enough to eat. 

When the Impi with Big Billy left them, it went and camped near Mrs Scotthorn’s farm. 

The police came along, looking for Billy. They found a perfectly innocent camp. No-one 

knew anything about Billy except that he had gone “walkum in bush”. They were all 

perfectly natural and unconcerned. As a matter of fact, the police had come silently 

before Billy had time to escape, so while the natives were unruffledly answering 

questions about him, he lay doggo in a mia. He made a hole in the back of it and crawled 

through the brush into the bush. No use white men looking for any native in the bush in 

those days.  

Crawford describes the Aboriginal people of the Busselton area as more aggressive than in 

other areas, and aggression is certainly evident in the accounts above.48 Some of the stories 

told by Maude also detail conflict within Aboriginal groups. In the following example, the 

imagery supports Russell’s idea of savagery being central to European accounts, but also 

indicates a degree of respect for the efficiency with which justice was dispensed: 

Mr Fred [Roger]Guerin told Mother that he had seen the ordeal that young men had to 

endure for a blood feud. The man had murdered for personal honour and the tribe 

caught him and somehow Mr Guerin saw the ordeal. The relations of the murdered man, 

and some hand-picked men formed a circle with the captive in the centre. In regular 

order they threw spears at him. Mr Guerin said it was a wonderful and horrible sight. 

The victim with eyeballs staring with fright and shining black greased body jumping, 

dodging and evading for his life. He was eventually speared in the leg and honour was 

satisfied. He was then given to his tribe to be cured and the feud was closed.49 

 
48 Crawford, Contested country: a history of the Northcliffe area, Western Australia, p. 62. 
49 This account is based on 1931 interviews of her mother by Cowle, The Bird Family, 1961. 
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Mary Cowle’s other observations on Aborigines relate to her time on the Canning in the 1870s – a 

time by which overt Black/White conflict had abated in the south west region. Host and Milroy 

record that, ‘…by 1848, Nyungar resistance to colonial encroachment in the south-west was seen to 

have declined sufficiently to disband the Aboriginal constabulary.’50 Not only is there no evidence of 

violence or other forms of conflict between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal on the Canning in the Bird 

accounts, but there is also no evidence of the Aboriginal people being under threat, or dwindling in 

number. In fact, the accounts seem to suggest a thriving and healthy population, adapting to life 

after white settlement, something that Anna Haebich describes as crucial in understanding the grave 

impact of later government policies. 

Haebich describes Aboriginal policies as based on a widespread acceptance of a form of Social 

Darwinism. Under this theory, the Aborigines were a less-evolved race, and destined to become 

extinct. The authorities therefore did not need to devote attention or funds beyond that needed to 

make their passing as comfortable as possible.51 Such an attitude is not evident in the Bird family 

records, despite their paternalistic nature. Descriptions of Aboriginal people in these sources suggest 

a vibrant culture and an economic role that was both significant and increasing, particularly in the 

1870s. This does, however, support Haebich’s assessment of the impact of protection policies from 

the 1880s. In her account, the policies were clearly designed to deal with exploitation and conflict in 

the northern parts of the state, and the goldfields, and were therefore not necessary, and quite 

deleterious for the Nyungar people of the Southwest. Southwest Aborigines had found regular 

employment, established homes, engaged in their own businesses – such as clearing, animal skins or 

shearing – and in some cases bought farms. The descriptions of Aborigines on the Canning are 

evidence of this, with few examples of conflict and many examples of the contribution of the local 

people to the Mason-Bird timber enterprise and the community that it supported. The protection 

policies deprived these people of their livelihoods and disempowered them for almost a century.  

One of the Aboriginal workers more consistently engaged by the Bird family on the Canning was 

servant “Cooglan”: 

… for years she washed and cleaned at Woodloes if Mother was without a maid. A 

charming, fat, motherly native, I can just remember her. Absolutely trustworthy and 

honest.  

The undertones of this last line are evident to the modern reader, and it is a recurring theme. The 

Bird family accounts are rarely anything but positive towards their Aboriginal neighbours and 

 
50 Host and Milroy, 'Towards an Aboriginal Labour History', p. 9. 
51 Haebich, For Their Own Good: Aborigines and government in the south-west of Western Australia, p. 48. 
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workers but there is often a sense that any honest behaviour, or application to labour was 

particularly remarkable. In the memoirs of Robert Dawson, Russell describes his tone as suggesting a 

‘grain of respect almost smothered under lashings of paternalism.’52 Dawson was fascinated by, and 

had a strong desire to understand, the Aboriginal people with which he came into contact. ‘His faith 

in his own ultimate superiority, however, ensured that he never really questioned the legitimacy of 

his occupation of the land…’.53  

When Francis Bird forged his new enterprise in the hills east of Perth, he found himself the chief 

intermediary between black and white inhabitants. There is no evidence that Francis considered the 

impact that European encroachments, such as his timber leases, were having on the original 

inhabitants of the land. As with Dawson, Bird and his peers were in no doubt of their superiority and 

primacy in this regard. From his daughter’s account, it is clear how his role was perceived: 

Daddy was only 25 when he took up the Canning. There was quite a large Canning tribe 

of natives and Mr Bickley asked Father to look after them. Sir Frederick Barlee, the 

Colonial Secretary and a friend of Father’s, appointed him Protector of the Canning tribe. 

The tribe knew Father was their chief, and although they took it for granted that he must 

give them everything they wanted (as much as they could wangle anyway but they were 

only like unspoiled children), they looked up to him as their chief and were very obedient 

and well-behaved.  

As one of Bird’s contemporaries, John Forrest provides a useful comparative example of the 

attitudes towards Aborigines at the time. Haebich outlines Forrest’s upbringing in the south west, 

and his surveying expeditions, as providing an experience of, and affinity with Aboriginal people – an 

affinity which led to his support and sympathy for their plight in Western Australia. She is also, 

however, quick to point out that ‘this sympathy was overlaid with a mixture of paternalism and 

benevolent imperialism and British superiority…’. In Chapter One, Forrest's 1886 report has been 

discussed, where he describes the Aborigines of the Perth area almost as a doomed race, but there 

is also evidence that he remained a staunch supporter of Aboriginal people, especially those who 

had accompanied him on his many inland expeditions in the early 1870s. Darryl Kickett suggests that 

Forrest was frustrated and even shocked by the treatment of these men by local authorities, but also 

offered them little in the way of support beyond blankets and rations.54 Haebich refers to an 1893 

parliamentary speech where Forrest described Aborigines as ‘…to a great extent like children’.55 The 

 
52 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 57. 
53 Ibid., p. 77. 
54 Darryl Kickett, 'Billie and Forrest', Westerly, issue 8, Online Special, Ancestors' Words, 2019. 
55 Haebich, For Their Own Good: Aborigines and government in the south-west of Western Australia, p. 54. 
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accounts of Mary and her mother suggest a similar attitude, one where Aborigines are objects of 

amusement – and for whom ‘civilised’ behaviour is stifling, if not impossible: 

There were always lots of natives at the Vasse, to do odd jobs. One day Grandma gave 

Johnny 6d to recapture a hen from a dense jungle and swamp into which it had strayed – 

hens were worth their weight in gold. Johnny only wore a tassel but in he went and 

brought out the hen. When he got back, however, he found he had lost his 6d. Incredible 

as it may seem, he dashed back into the almost impenetrable scrub where he had been 

chasing the hen all over the country and actually found the 6d. 

--- 

They had some very amusing civilised natives at the Canning. One was Dugald Dalgety.56 

The government sent him and three other natives Home to England when he was young, 

to be exhibited, and he used to boast about it. One evening when mother was living on 

the Landing, waiting for ‘Woodloes’ to be built, and Aunt Clara was with her, Dugald 

suddenly walked right into the sitting room, very drunk. Mother ordered him out but he 

would not go. He looked at the pictures on the walls and said he did not think much of 

them. He said “I know about pictures. I know the Tower and the British Museum and the 

Kings Palace and the British Constitution”. He spoke very funny, broken English and 

being drunk had great difficulty saying “conscichusion”. “You give me £5 and I draw you 

a ketch of this house”. Aunty kept repeating, “Go out Dugald, you smell”. Dugald grinned 

and said “foxes smell their own holes, you smell yours”. This is true but where he got the 

saying from is a mystery. 

Dugald called himself Chugal, he could not pronounce Dugald. He was overwhelmingly 

proud of having been to England and shown everything, and acted like royalty until his 

death. Two of the natives that went with him were so terrified that they would not be 

landed when they returned to Fremantle, thinking that they would be taken back to 

England and never get off the dreaded sea. Although the ship was a long way out and 

the sea was infested with sharks, the moment the ship dropped anchor they jumped 

overboard and swam ashore (some miles), and took to the bush like rabbits. 

Penny Russell refers to Robert Dawson’s admiration of the bush skills of the Aboriginal people, and 

the intelligence and ability they demonstrated, yet also his repugnance towards their ‘gluttony’ and 

 
56 The story of his trip to England has not been verified, but this fact doesn’t change the attitudes and 
sentiment evident in the account. Dugald Dalgetty was a key comic character in Sir Walter Scott’s A Legend of 
Montrose.  
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propensity for physical violence.57 The Bird accounts do not give an impression of repugnance in 

their descriptions of the behaviour of Aborigines, but there is a grisly fascination with describing 

violence and base behaviours. No doubt such behaviours were also exhibited by others on the 

Canning, but a particular delight seems attached to describing them when they were perpetrated by 

Aborigines: 

They loved sport and were mad about horse-racing. About the year 1873, Father’s tribe 

(the civilised ones who lived practically permanently on the Landing) wanted to go to the 

Perth Races. They demanded money to spend so Daddy gave them 1/- each. Dugald, as 

chief of the tribe, wanted new clothes so Mother gave him a pair of Father’s old 

cricketing trousers which had shrunk too small for him. Father was a little man, and very 

slim. Dugald was 5’10” and huge. Mr Hetherington gave him an old coat and shirt, and 

Dugald somehow got into the pants like an eel. They all started off early, all shouting 

and singing – dogs, women, babies etc. When Father and Mother caught them up 

(Father driving), they all formed into a line on each side of the bush road to allow them 

to pass through, cheering and shouting. Just like a Derby Day only how different, one 

side of the world to the other. 

Both the Canning tribe and the Guildford tribe got drunk at the races and the natural 

denouement was a fight. Dugald got a spear through the leg. When Daddy got back to 

Woodloes after the races he found some natives waiting to demand a horse and cart to 

go to Guildford and bring Dugald home. Remember that Father had driven – the natives 

walked but they were at Woodloes before Father. They took it quite as a matter of 

course that he would supply the cart. Some natives drove the cart to Guildford (or near 

there) and the rest waited up all night, rattling their spears and wooden instruments, 

and wailing “Guildford Geordie spear um Chugal” all night without stopping. Two 

natives had been sent by the tribe 40 miles to Bannister to get Bannister Charlie the 

witch doctor. They returned in an incredibly short time – over 80 mile in little more than 

a day, on top of the walk from the Landing to the Perth Racecourse. Dugald was well in 

no time. 

Despite the reference to a ‘natural’ tendency towards drunken violence, there is a clear respect here 

for the fortitude and bush skills of the Aborigines with which the family came into contact. This 
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respect is something remarked upon by Shino Konishi, in her work, The Aboriginal Male in the 

Enlightenment World, based on reports from early colonial encounters: 

…the Europeans’ ethnocentrism competed with admiration of Aboriginal men’s 

communal egalitarianism, paternal love and physical dexterity, and with a qualified 

acknowledgement of their pragmatism, sensory acuity and martial discipline.58 

The Bird accounts above, and those that appear below, clearly describe a proud and capable cultural 

group in the mid to late 1800s, and not the mendicant or declining race that the 1880s policies 

sought to ‘protect’. To a degree, this depiction calls into question post-colonial views of Aboriginal 

people and how they were affected by European contact. Konishi, in her study of two Aboriginal 

men in colonial New South Wales, has written that 'explorer's descriptions of Aboriginal men were 

complex and varied, more so than the historical scholarship suggested'.59 The Bird sources are 

fragmentary, and an example of what King describes as 'partial understandings', yet as archival 

material they at least help frame questions to be asked of existing histories.60  In terms of Western 

Australian settler/Aborigine relations, they support John Tosh’s assessment, which questions 

Edward Said’s ‘rigid’ view of the cultural domination of the West over the East, as described in 

Orientalism. Rather than a binary view of the coloniser and the colonised as ‘powerful and 

powerless’, Tosh suggests that there have since been many accounts that suggest ‘that colonial rule 

was more precarious than it appeared’. He asks the question about indigenous elites – ‘were they 

creatures of colonial discourse or potentially autonomous actors?’61 In the Bird accounts, there 

appears to be evidence to suggest that the Aborigines of the Southwest, individually and 

collectively, led lives that were not simply ‘choreographed by the oppressor’ but were adapting to 

the colonial reality, and perhaps creating a hybrid culture of their own. 

Positive relationships with, and employment of local Aborigines has also been documented by others 

from this period. Henry Charles Prinsep, for instance, was later appointed Chief Protector of 

Aborigines, based on his earlier experiences with Aborigines in the Dardanup area. Prinsep, in 1868, 

employed a number of Aborigines on his Dardanup holding, including ‘a horse-breaker, a stock rider, 

and others…doing household chores’.62 Prinsep’s experiences are reflected in Francis Bird’s 

 
58 Shino Konishi, The Aboriginal Male in the Enlightenment World, London, Pickering & Chatto, 2012, p. 167. 
59 Shino Konishi, 'Making Connections and Attachments: Writing the Lives of Two Nineteenth-Century 
Aboriginal Men', Biography (Honolulu), Vol. 39, issue 3, 2016, p. 414. 
60 See page 23 
61 Tosh, The Pursuit of History, p. 290; Edward W. Said, Orientalism, 1st edn., New York, Pantheon Books, 1978. 
62 Haebich, For Their Own Good: Aborigines and government in the south-west of Western Australia, p. 56. 
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interactions with Aborigines on the Canning, as well as Maude’s descriptions of her early life at 

Busselton: 

…native women did the washing, ironing and scrubbing so that Mother and her sisters 

were brought up just like their English cousins. 

Other accounts from this time of settlers using Aboriginal workers, include Crawford's descriptions 

of the experiences of Thomas Muir and the Brockmans in the Southwest, who employed local 

Aboriginal people either full-time or on a casual basis. In both cases, Aboriginal women worked 

around the house, and the men traded kangaroo skins and other items, as well as labour, for 

rations.63  

Despite the evidence of Aboriginal labour in these sources, few details exist on the Aboriginal 

experience of this employment, or the importance of their contribution to colonial society. Ann 

Hunter suggests that Aboriginal labour in the early days of the colony was particularly valuable 

because Western Australia’s settler population grew so slowly in the first two decades. ‘The 

consequence was that the ratio of Nyungar people to Europeans was more evenly distributed than 

in the other colonies’.64 Host and Milroy observed in 2001 that while it was recognised in various 

accounts that some Aboriginal people had been employed as farm hands or domestic servants, 

‘…little more has been said about the labour of southern Aboriginal people between 1850 and 

1900…’65 In addition to this shortfall in research, some writers have taken the position that, with the 

arrival of convict labour in Western Australia, the Aboriginal people found their small gains in the 

colonial economy reversed: 

Southern Aborigines were placed in a highly tenuous relationship with the mainstream 

economy from 1850 onward. The greater density of white settlement in the south had 

made their dispossession more complete and they survived by becoming the colony’s 

manual workforce. But just as they were adjusting to this role, they were substantially 

displaced by convict labour.66 

Neville Green, in his work Broken Spears, supports this assessment but adds that it was only a 

temporary setback in Aboriginal employment. In describing the first two decades of the Swan River 

settlement, he makes the point that, in a ‘labour-starved colony’ Aboriginal employment was not 

only desirable but necessary. A ‘Native Institution’ was established in 1834 to provide the local 

 
63 Crawford, Contested country: a history of the Northcliffe area, Western Australia, p. 57. 
64 Hunter, A Different Kind of Subject: Colonial Law in Aboriginal-European Relations in Nineteenth Century 
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65 Host and Milroy, 'Towards an Aboriginal Labour History', p. 14. 
66 Ibid., p. 13. 
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Nyungar with work skills, and soon they were finding employment in a diverse range of industries, 

such as whaling and quarrying, but also as domestic servants, police constables and guides. While it 

may not have always been rewarded with cash wages, by 1848, over 500 Aborigines had some sort 

of ongoing employment in Western Australia. Employment declined with the arrival of the first 

convicts but, by the time of Bird’s arrival in 1870, the number employed had reached over a 

thousand.67 Green is unable, however, to provide details on what type of employment this figure 

included, or the role these workers played in developing new industry. This figure would also be 

significantly increased if it was to consider the casual and contract work carried out in places such as 

the Canning, work which would not normally appear in the historical record but is often reflected in 

the Bird family sources. The Bird accounts refute, to a degree, the notion that convicts displaced 

Aboriginal workers, and go some way to address the absence of records relating to Aborigines in the 

colonial economy after 1850. They also support the findings of Burke, that rather than being 

displaced by them, Aboriginal workers often worked alongside convicts and ex-convicts. 

The relatively remote location of the Canning timber operations at the time could explain the more 

significant role of Aboriginal workers there. Hunter suggests that the Noongar people preferred 

working away from the main population centres, such as on sheep and cattle stations, in order to 

maintain connections to country, whereas the convicts mostly worked in the settlements. This was 

explained by the fact that ‘many settlers did not immediately trust convicts and were reluctant to 

employ them.’68  

The Bird sources detail a variety of tasks performed by Aborigines at both the Canning and the 

Vasse. Firstly, it is clear from them that during this period, as well as regular employment, Aboriginal 

people provided important casual services in a range of areas, albeit in an irregular manner. 

Secondly, although Mason, Bird and Co. employed many ticket-of-leavers and ex-convicts, they 

continued to employ Aborigines, and Aboriginal women in particular. This contrasts with the 

conclusion of Tiffany Shellam in her analysis of colonial statistics – that, by the time of the convict 

era, 'settlers were utilising the Aborigines for labour only if there were no alternative'.69  

Crawford explains, however, that employing Aboriginal people did not necessarily imply an 

economic or social relationship that could compare to that with their non-Aboriginal counterparts. In 

 
67 Green, Broken Spears: Aborigines and Europeans in the southwest of Australia, pp. 142-3. 
68 Hunter, A Different Kind of Subject: Colonial Law in Aboriginal-European Relations in Nineteenth Century 
Western Australia 1829-61, p. 183. 
69 Tiffany Shellam, '"Our Natives" and "Wild Blacks": Enumeration as a statistical dimension of sovereignty in 
colonial Western Australia', Journal of Colonialism & Colonial History, Vol. 13, issue 3, Winter, 2012, p. 16. 
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describing the position of Aborigines at the Hassell farm in Jerramungup during this period, she 

writes: 

 Aboriginal people were barred from the homestead; they had their own camps, one 

quarter of a mile from the homestead, another further away. The meeting place was the 

wood heap, where Aborigines who chopped wood were ‘rewarded’ with toffee…the 

Aborigines maintained their own customs, told their own legends, operated their own 

social system, and hunted their own foods. They did not stay on the property for the 

whole year, but left for months at a time.70 

In discussing the memoirs of an early NSW colonist, Robert Dawson, Penny Russell explains that his 

relationship with Aboriginal workers had similar limits, and not always imposed from the side of the 

employer; ‘they worked for him when it suited them to do so, and left when it did not.’71 Henry 

Reynolds has seen this tendency towards unreliability as being part of Aboriginal resistance in 

colonial times. Reynolds has written that 'resistance has been a constant motif of black history; but it 

has never been the only one. From the beginning there was ambivalence about Europeans. 

Attraction vied with resistance, collaboration with confrontation.' Based on his research, Reynolds 

concludes that, when employed, Aborigines in the nineteenth century would work well at times but 

were also prone to scheming and pilfering.72 

The same impressions are given by Mary Cowle’s recollections of life at Woodloes. She refers on a 

number of occasions to Aboriginal workers receiving wages, or at least intermittent cash payments, 

from her parents. Her accounts indicate a proud and somewhat defiant race but also one in which 

there was always a degree of 'scheming': 

When Bannister Charlie was at the Landing, Father asked him to climb an immense gum 

tree and cut off a dead bough that threatened to be dangerous in a storm. Charlie 

looked Father up and down and said contemptuously “Does the man think I am a fool?” 

It was beneath the dignity of a witch doctor to work. 

--- 

As everything was difficult to get in the early days, people used to make mattresses of 

palm wool. A sort of brown woolly stuff that grows between the cases at the foot of the 

Zamia Palm. The natives used to collect it, when they felt like it. The natives were 

scrupulously honest from their point of view and one always had to pay them in advance 

 
70 Crawford, Contested country: a history of the Northcliffe area, Western Australia, p. 58. 
71 Russell, Savage or Civilised?, p. 60. 
72 Henry Reynolds, 'Aboriginal-European Contact History: Problems and issues', in Penny Russell and Richard 
White (ed.), Pastiche 1, NSW, Allen and Unwin, 1994, p. 60. 
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but one might not get the goods for months. One day Mother gave Flat-nosed Dick 1/- to 

get her a sack of palm wool. A few days after, he came and borrowed 6d which he paid 

back quite quickly. Months after, he brought the bag of palm wool and demanded 

payment. Mother said “No”, she had already paid him for it. He got very agitated and 

said “No, you give it me sixpence, I pay you back, now you owe one chillum”. Mother 

couldn’t convince him and she had to pay up. 

Despite instances of frustration such as the above, and the experiences of conflict recounted 

earlier in this chapter, the Bird family maintained positive attitudes towards Aboriginal people, 

and in one case went as far as advocating the preservation of their culture. During her life, 

Maude Bird compiled a Noongar vocabulary compendium, a copy of which Mary sent to the 

ABC in 1950 to gauge their interest. Mary received a letter in response from the Supervisor 

and historical writer for the ABC Radio’s Women’s Session, Margaret Morrison. Morrison 

wrote that she agreed with Mary’s remarks on 'natives', and that she had ‘…read a lot of the 

early diaries and letters of the settlers, and in all of the cases they spoke of the natives most 

glowingly.’73 Maude’s deep familiarity with, and interest in Aboriginal people could perhaps be 

compared with that of Daisy Bates, whatever one’s view of the authenticity of Bates’ 

concern.74 Given earlier depictions of Maude as a measured, English gentlewoman, it may 

seem surprising to some that she would have formed strong relationships with Aborigines, 

beyond that between employer and servant. Whether the attitudes were reciprocated is not 

so clear. Grandson David, in describing this relationship, gives an indication of how he saw the 

bond: 

Maude, every year, had a visit from three or four very elderly Aboriginal women. 

Although she couldn’t hear them, she would talk to them in pidgin, or her version of 

pidgin, which was pretty basic. It was a social visit. It always surprised us – it was always 

the about same time each year – and the same three women appeared year after year 

after year, and she’d give them a shilling each. They weren’t calling for the money, they 

were calling to renew their social contract.75  

 
73 Margaret Morrison, Letter to Mary Cowle, 4 April 1950, Battye Library, MN 1027, Papers of Mary Augusta 
Cowle (nee Bird), ACC 2981A/87. 
74 Paul Monaghan is one who has questioned the motivations of Daisy Bates. Whilst recognising the value of 
her recordings in preserving traditional language and knowledge, he also questions whether her motivations 
were ‘geared towards attention-seeking and self-promotion rather than to any other grander purpose’. Paul 
Monaghan, 'Daisy Bates, Grand Dame of the Desert by Bob Reece', Aboriginal History, Vol. 34, 2010, p. 240. 
75 Bird, Interview, p. 12, 2014 
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Similarly, David’s sister Jocelyn remembers her grandmother’s interactions with local Aborigines at 

The Old Farm, and yet it is still not clear whether her mother’s interest and friendship, or her gifts, 

were the motivation for the visits:  

I remember my grandmother being interested in learning Aboriginal works and things. 

They used to come about once a year to see if we would like to buy some new clothes 

props for hanging washing out and, usually mother would give them clothes and things. 

She remembers, as a child, being taught how to eat Bardie Grubs by one of the 

Aboriginal fellows… 

After the family’s move to Albany, it seems that contact with the Aboriginal community was 

confined to these sporadic visits. What this could reflect is the impact that protection policies had in 

segregating society in the Southwest. The Noongar people did not prosper in the post-colonial 

period, for a number of reasons, best summed up by Stuart Macintyre in 2009: 

Aborigines… imparted their knowledge of the land; they exchanged food and materials 

for British goods; and they adapted to the presence of the newcomer on the pastoral 

frontier. But a more sustained economic relationship would have required them to 

abandon their way of life and the invader to accept their property rights over resources 

or to incorporate them into the labour process. Neither side was prepared to make such 

an accommodation.76 

Conclusion 

The Bird sources indisputably represent late nineteenth century Western Australian society as a 

patriarchal one, with paternalism defining the overwhelming attitude of prosperous white males 

towards 'others'. There is enough in these sources, however, to suggest that there was more to 

society than this, and that simple dichotomies of gender, class and race have ignored more nuanced 

relationships. 

Maude's story provides an example of a strong, remarkably resilient woman, who was a significant 

presence in society, both in Perth, and in Albany – even though her life revolved around the 

domestic sphere. Similarly, the lives of women in the Bird family provide evidence of the notion of a 

'hostile continent' while also indicating that, despite the physical challenges of day-to-day life, a 

comfortable existence and a sense of home could be accomplished in even isolated parts of the 

 
76 Macintyre, Concise History of Australia, p. 39. 
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colony. In the life of Maude’s there is clear support for those who have questioned the idea of 

alienation and despair in the lives of colonial women.  

The concept of the 'savage' in colonial society, and the settlers' fascination with those to whom the 

term was applied, is evident in Bird accounts of convicts, ex-convicts, workers, and Aborigines. The 

relationships of the family with these people, however, suggest that rarely did these groups cause 

offence, as Russell suggests was easily done whenever groups with such diverse cultural 

backgrounds were brought together. The Bird family sources generally demonstrate a mixture of 

respect, good humour, and even affection towards those with which they came into contact. 

Finally, evidence of prejudice is evident in terms of the place of women, and the treatment of other 

classes, yet the accounts include a surprisingly diverse range of views and a high level of 

understanding and respect for groups such as ex-convicts and Aborigines. Aboriginal people are not 

absent from the record in the Bird family case, and there is considerable evidence that supports the 

view that, at least on the fringes of society, Aboriginal people were autonomous actors playing an 

important economic role in the colony before the gold rushes. 

One should not be too eager to find 'enlightened', twenty-first century attitudes and behaviours in 

family accounts of a period almost 150 years ago, especially when they are chiefly contemporary 

oral interviews and end-of-life memoirs, that may tend to sanitise or romanticise the past. In one 

simple diary entry from the 1890s, we are reminded that it was a very different time. The entry is 

one of Mary Cowle’s – describing a hunt on the property of the Graham family – Fairfield – at Eticup, 

in the Katanning district. In three sentences it encapsulates the class distinction, English traditions, 

and ingenuous racism of the period: 

One day they had a Tamar shoot…we took lunch to the thicket and the guns were 

stationed as they are at an English shoot, and the niggers and dogs drove the Tamar up 

to the guns and it was very exciting. One heard the distant shouts and barking and then 

through the scrub one would see a Tamar springing along, then another, and then finally 

they came flying past in hundreds. We had a great day.77 

 

 
77 Cowle, Autobiography, 1961. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The significance of this biographical project is that it has as its focus a member of the middle 

classes, and that it draws upon previously unavailable archival material to provide a 

microhistory that connects with important themes in Western Australian colonial history. 

With existing histories dominated by either key leaders or marginalised groups in society, it 

allows new insights about the late colonial period in Western Australia – in particular, the 

period bookended by the convict era and the gold rushes.  

David Fisher describes a need to combine ‘old and new histories’ in contemporary history 

writing. What he is identifying is that history, condemned for once concentrating only on 

elites, then became dominated by ‘history from below’, splintering into specialist fields such 

as women’s history, labour history or Indigenous histories. Fisher sought to combine these 

two in his work, Albion’s Seed, but this thesis instead draws attention to the people between 

the elites and the marginalised, a second tier of society that had links with both. In Western 

Australian history, Simon Stevens has suggested an alternative approach – one where the 

subject illuminates the broader 'frameworks' of society. 

Francis Bird was not of sufficient importance to be a subject of scholarly biography such as 

John or Alexander Forrest were in the 1950s and 1960s, or John Septimus Roe and James 

Stirling have been more recently. He is also clearly not from a marginalised group such that 

he would be a subject in Alexandra Hasluck’s Unwilling Immigrants, or one of Tom 

Stannage’s biographical vignettes in People of Perth. One of the very few comparable 

studies in recent times is Patricia Brown’s Merchant Princes of Fremantle, but even this 

differs in that her subjects are by definition engaged in what could be described as ‘trade’, 

rather than professionals from a moneyed background. Bird’s background and his 

subsequent involvement in colonial Western Australia set his story apart from existing 

histories. 

As discussed earlier, a great deal of attention has been paid to the impact on Western 

Australia of both convicts, and gold. A central feature of this study is that it is primarily 

concerned with the period after the arrival of the last convict ship in Western Australia, and 

before the principal discoveries on the Eastern Goldfields that began the gold rushes. It 
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provides new insights into the reasons why new immigrants arrived in this period, beyond 

the established belief of writers such as Eric Richards, who suggest that economic necessity 

was always the major factor. It also affords an analysis of the role of entrepreneurs in what 

has been described by Appleyard as a period of ‘slow but steady growth’ – suggesting a far 

more dynamic and important time for the colony. In terms of his architectural practice, a 

study of Francis Bird goes some way to redress what Duncan Richards describes as an 

omission of Western Australia from Australian architectural histories, and counter the 

tendency of writers such as J.M. Freeland to focus on the eastern colonies in cataloguing 

architectural styles in Australia. 

This thesis provides an important contribution to what Geoffrey Bolton described as a 

subject ‘insufficiently considered’ – the degree of Englishness in Western Australia. For 

writers such as Cannadine, the influence of the British Empire's centre on its colonies has 

been too often overlooked, as post-colonial histories sought to uncover a more nationalist, 

rather than imperial story. In the life of Francis Bird, there is evidence of a strong English 

influence in his reasons for immigration, his business endeavours, and his architectural style. 

English ideals and social structure are also evident in Bird’s home and family life, and the 

experiences of his wife and daughter, and this study has demonstrated the importance of 

English notions of class, manners and society in the colony, before and after the gold rushes. 

It demonstrates that Cannadine’s concept of reproduced English gentility in the colonies has 

some merit but also supports Russell’s view that this ‘Englishness’ was a more malleable 

concept, often more imagined than a strict reproduction. Similarly, the Birds clearly 

identified as English, and considered it 'home', but they were also fiercely proud of their 

Australian home and their accounts prove that attachment to both was not only possible 

but common. 

The importance of this research lies also in the fact that it draws heavily upon sources 

previously unavailable to historians. Firstly, these sources include documents and memoirs 

that have been preserved and cherished by family members. Secondly, they include recently 

recorded oral histories from those whose living memories included personal interaction 

with Francis and Augusta Maude Bird – the central figures of this history. Of the five 
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subjects to have provided oral testimony to the author, only two remain alive today and 

they are unlikely to provide further oral histories due to their advanced age. 

In exploring the themes outlined above, the insights gained from this study of Francis Bird 

and his family relate to five key aspects of Western Australian history. Firstly, it broadens 

understanding of the types of people who were emigrating to WA at the time, and their 

motivations. Secondly, it demonstrates how private businesses, and entrepreneurs 

themselves, contributed to the development of the colony, and that this development was 

significant before the 1890s. Thirdly, it demonstrates that high style in architecture, rather 

than simple vernacular construction, was a feature of Western Australia prior to the gold 

rushes, and that the more stylistic designs were the result of a number of different forces, 

rather than simply following the lead of the eastern states. Fourth, Bird's family accounts 

and sources provide a greater understanding of the nature of society and class relations in 

the late Victorian period. They demonstrate that class prejudice was a feature of the times 

but that it lasted longer in the home than outside it, where it wilted in the face of the 

realities of colonial life. Finally, the study has demonstrated that the roles and positions of 

women, Aborigines and convicts in late colonial Western Australian history were far more 

complex than existing histories may suggest. 

What follows is a step-by-step account of these conclusions. In each case, it shall be shown 

that biographical study can illuminate aspects of Western Australian history which suffer 

from a paucity of source material in the existing literature. That this biographical study is of 

a family outside of the colony’s elites, yet one that enjoyed many aspects of privilege, rather 

than marginalisation, also provides a new outlook on existing theories and assumptions. 

This thesis deals with absences in the literature that have been identified by previous 

writers but also contributes to historical debates, as outlined in Chapter One. In many cases 

it demonstrates that the two sides of what may appear a strict dichotomy of positions, may 

both have some grounding in fact, and that individual life stories may demonstrate more 

complexity in colonial society than some history writing may lead us to believe. 

In Chapter Two, it was found that Western Australia in 1869, for some, was not the 

uninspiring destination as described by many historians. In fact, it was attractive to those 

with capital and training in business or a profession, partly because of the limited attention 
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it was being given by others. This correlates with the conclusions of Marnie Bassett, in 

chronicling the Henty family in Australia, who describes the opportunities the Australian 

colonies offered such settlers. It has also been found that, in terms of the arrival of these 

more middle-class settlers, more widely accepted reasons for immigration do not provide 

answers. There was no pressing economic reason for Francis Bird to leave England that 

would align with Eric Richards' focus on the motivations of London's urban poor, and there 

was no obvious chain of migration as described by Mackenzie. Assisted passage was no 

inducement, and there were no obvious family issues, such as Tosh's concept of filial 

rebellion, to drive Bird to Australia. What this study has found is that the driving force for 

some immigrants was their inherent entrepreneurial spirit, perhaps sourced from the 

speculative building boom of Victorian London, as described by H. J. Dyos. In this sense, the 

Bird example provides an illustration of Cannadine's importance of the metropole – that in 

imperial history, developments in the colonies were just as often driven by developments 

and events in London, as the reverse. It is also evident that, as with any exercise of 

speculation, the element of chance often played a major role in decisions such as that taken 

by Francis Bird. 

A key conclusion of Chapter Three was that the 1870s in Western Australia was a much 

livelier period than existing histories would suggest. Francis Bird's experience supports 

Bolton's concept of the 'over-hopeful' investor and provides evidence of the key problems 

faced by the colony in this period that have been identified by historians – problems of 

infrastructure, capital and population. His experience, however, indicates that the colonial 

economy was entering an important growth phase, led by Governor Weld and resource 

development such as the timber industry.  

The chapter has also illustrated that entrepreneurs were important to this growth, 

supporting writers such as Lourens and Hartwell in that it suggests that these entrepreneurs 

have been under-appreciated in the colony's history: 

One of the lessons of Western Australia’s history is the danger of passing hasty 

judgements on apparent business failures…Of such failures is eventual success 

born…learning from the accumulated experiences of others.1 

 
1 Lourens, '1829-1901', pp. 20-21. 
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Francis Bird's impact in the Western Australian timber industry, prior to that of more noted 

timber entrepreneurs in the 1890s, provides an example of the ways in which entrepreneurs 

can contribute to an industry, beyond the impact of their financial contribution. His 

technical expertise and, perhaps most importantly, his social capital, were instrumental in 

establishing the fledgling jarrah timber industry. That this was achieved despite his personal 

failure, demonstrates that business failures could nevertheless contribute to the growth of 

industry and the broader colonial economy. His story also suggests that, as with many 

entrepreneurial forays, some of the most important determinants of success are often out 

of the entrepreneur's control. 

Was Francis Bird a significant Australian architect? No. Does his architectural career provide 

new insights into Western Australian, and Australian, architectural history? Yes. Chapter 

Four has provided evidence that elements of Victorian high style existed in Western 

Australia well before architectural historians, such as Freeland, have previously described. It 

also identifies significant features of 'Australian style' in Western Australian, pre-Federation 

buildings. In this way, it addresses the failing identified by Duncan Richards, that the 

omission of Western Australia from Australian architectural history is ignoring a vibrant, and 

largely independent phenomenon.   

The chapter explores the various factors that other historians have identified as having had 

an impact on colonial architecture, such as environmental considerations, the availability of 

capital, skills and materials, fashion, and the influences of other colonies, Britain, and other 

parts of the world. It has found, however, that in Western Australia, the English example 

was stronger than that of the eastern colonies, and that architects' early careers would 

continue to be powerful influences throughout their lives. Rather than a study of a leading 

architect, whose work was in some way ground-breaking, such as George Temple Poole or 

Marshall Clifton, Bird's story provides the more 'everyman' example, from which to 

conclude that sometimes more can be learnt from a study of one working with more 

practical, day-to-day design decisions, than those 'larger than life' figures that Ray Tonkin 

suggests were often distant from the local environments or social circumstances.  
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The concept of Englishness, as described above, is a key theme of Chapter Five. English 

concepts of class, manners and etiquette, real or imagined, are each explored in terms of 

the degree to which they applied in colonial Western Australia. What this chapter has 

shown is that, in colonial upper-middle class society at least, there was considerable 

importance placed upon class – rather than the more independent, egalitarian Australian 

society depicted in some accounts. This supports the conclusions of writers such as 

Stannage and Martens, who depict a highly stratified colony. Stannage describes a 

temporarily rigid class structure, however, which had begun to dissolve before the gold rush 

period. What the Bird family sources indicate is that this process of waning class sensibility 

often played out over a number of generations.  

In terms of manners and etiquette, this chapter has supported Cannadine's concept of a 

strong and influential imperial metropole, where the ideals and behaviours of Victorian 

England were reproduced with enthusiasm in the colonies. As Russell concludes, the 

standards of manners and etiquette followed by new British settlers and their families were 

important in establishing themselves in society and became important in terms of future 

social advancement. In this study, however, it has been seen that the social elites and their 

standards were sometimes of their own invention, and the adherence to such standards 

were often mixed, according to circumstance, economic and environmental realities, and 

gender. The Bird family sources in this area again demonstrate, as many writers have found, 

that this adherence waned over time, and from one generation to the next.  

The Bird family experience outlined in Chapter Six demonstrates that Western Australia in 

the nineteenth century was indisputably a patriarchal society. The white, middle-class male 

was clearly dominant in the economic and political spheres and was deferred to in social 

and family matters. The relationship between classes, genders and races, however, has been 

shown to have been more complex than is suggested in some post-colonial histories. 

In terms of Maude's role in the family, it can be seen that it was possible for a women to 

fulfil a demanding domestic and child-bearing role, whilst maintaining a stimulating and 

independent life often not depicted in colonial histories. This project therefore helps inform 

the debate over the experiences of women in early colonial Australia. Elements of Maude 

Bird’s life certainly exhibit the suffering and hardship as described by Anderson and 
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Northover, but there is also a great deal of evidence to support Mackellar’s position that 

this has been much exaggerated in some histories, especially in regard to the middle classes. 

Another clear conclusion of this study is that Maude's role in the Bird family was a central 

one, providing evidence to support Davidoff's assertion that middle-class women were vital 

to the cohesion of Victorian family life, and the source of the expected values and 

behaviours of the time. 

Another element of colonial society that this study suggests has seen exaggeration, is the 

position and attitudes towards the working class, and convicts in particular. The social 

stigma towards convicts is not as evident in Bird family sources as one would expect, given  

the emphasis on the 'convict stain' in past social histories. While there is some evidence of a 

fascination with the 'savage', as Russell describes, interactions between the Birds and ex-

convicts demonstrated a degree of acceptance and mutual respect that went beyond simple 

fascination. There is, however, no evidence to suggest that acceptance would extend to 

social interaction between the Birds and their labour force. The family accounts also 

demonstrate the important role played by ex-convicts in Western Australia in terms of 

providing labour and skills at a time of slow population growth. 

Finally, the source material describing the relationships between Aborigines and the Birds 

helps to address a shortfall in the literature with respect to South West Aborigines in the 

period preceding the introduction of Protection Acts and associated policy, rather than the 

experiences of Aborigines in the northern parts of the colony. Whereas previously Western 

Australian histories of the late colonial era have focussed on the violence and resistance in 

these northern regions, there has been less attention given to contact between Aborigines 

and settlers in the south at this time. Chapter Six provides evidence that Aboriginal people 

were managing to maintain elements of traditional culture alongside playing a role in the 

European economy. They appear in the Bird accounts to be the more autonomous 'actors' 

that John Tosh describes, rather than appearing only as subjects of oppression.  

There is again evidence of a fascination with the 'savage', and there is certainly paternalism 

and racism in the Bird sources, but there is also a degree of admiration, and 

acknowledgement of an Aboriginal role in the society. Oral and family histories may tend to 

sanitise the past, but colonialism and its associated prejudices is still evident in these types 
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of sources. What this study provides, is evidence that attitudes towards Aborigines, along 

with convicts and women as described above, were far more complex in Western Australia 

in the nineteenth century than established histories may suggest, and that this experience 

was in some cases significantly different to that of other parts of Australia. As observed in 

Chapter One, for writers such as Ellen McEwen, the historiography regarding colonial family 

life in the nineteenth century remains incomplete in the twenty-first. 

Recognition of the role of biography in illuminating an era has grown in recent times and, as 

has been seen, this study has added to, supported, and challenged existing literature. What 

it also demonstrates, however, is that historical sources are often fragmentary and 

imperfect and further research on the topics discussed above is required in order to come to 

a greater understanding of Western Australia in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

This research needs to explore more accounts from the perspective of the 'middling sort' – 

the under-researched middle classes. This class encompasses a broad range of occupations 

and degrees of wealth – as Francis Bird's life has demonstrated – but has been neglected in 

the past. Examining Bird's role in both industry and architecture has also indicated a 

shortfall in our knowledge of Western Australia's economic history, with more research 

needed on entrepreneurs and the professional classes in the 1870s and 1880s, and their 

impact. Finally, this study has demonstrated that developments in Western Australia have 

often not figured prominently in Australian histories, and that more research is needed in 

terms of how these developments compared with those in other parts of Australia. 
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Appendix: Bird Buildings 
 
The following list includes the buildings designed or supervised by Francis Bird. The dates given refer to the year 
of completion where known. Other dates are based on the year the building was advertised for tender in the 
newspapers of the day. The most important commissions, described specifically in this study, are highlighted in 
bold. 
 

In Perth 

Canning River to Carmel Tramway, 1872 
Woodloes, 1871 
Tender for a hotel, 1882 
Tender for two villas, 1883 
Tender for Canning Church – St Michael and All 
Angels, 1883 
Tender for High School additions, 1883 
Tender for Ferguson villa, 1883 
Parker and Parker offices, 1883 
Tender for Levi Green shop, 1883 
Tender for Hillman villa, 1883 
Bank of NSW contract, 1883 
Woodbridge, Guildford, 1883-4 
Temporary Superintendent of Public Works, 
1884-1885 
Globe Hotel, 1884 

Tender for Cathedral completion, 1884 
Completion of Kenwick Pioneer Cemetery Church, 
1884 
Tender for Jarrahdale church, 1885 
Tenders for Barrack St boathouse, 1885 
Completion of Dongara Anglican Church, 1885 
Webb house, Freshwater Bay, 1886 
Tender for Perth Club balcony, 1886 
Tender for Freshwater Bay residence (Macklin), 
1887 
The Grosvenor hotel, 1887 
Craigmuir (later Old Burnside House), 1887 
Corry Lynn, Claremont, 1887 
St Johns church, Northam, 1890 
Also: Pinner, 2 Elizabeth Street, Mullingar, 
Kalgoorlie, 1890s 

 

In Albany 

Completion of Northam Anglican Church, 1890 
Restoration of The Old Farm at Strawberry Hill, 
Albany, 1890 
The Priory, 1890-1 
Albany Post Office Extension, 1895 
Completion Albany Primary School,1895 
Albany Courthouse additions, 1894-6 
PWD tender (Albany) Wagin school, 1901 
PWD tender (Albany) School and Harbour Masters' 
residences, 1901 
PWD tender (Albany) Albany Forts furniture, 1901 
Warehouse tender (Albany), 1912 
Robinson Hall (Albany), 1912 
 
 

Albany homes thought to be Francis Bird designs: 

96 Brunswick Road, 
120 Brunswick Road, Ailsa Craige, (also known 
as Lawley House) 1903 
136 Brunswick Road, Parkville House, 
extensions for Samuel Mitchell, Lighthouse 
Keeper, 1890s 
64 Spencer Street, 1890 
75 & 77 Albany Highway, 1890s 
120 Burgoyne Road, Whispering Pines, 1900-
1905 
18 Stirling Terrace 
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