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Perth

Then and Now Introduction

Though the built history of Perth may not go back as far as some towns in other countries, signs of the oldest continuous culture on the planet subtly reveal themselves at every turn. Archaeological evidence shows that Aboriginal people have been using the Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan River) and the surrounding area as an important source of food for at least 40,000 years. Additionally, Boorloo, the Whadjuk Noongar name for the region Perth now stands on, has been an important cultural meeting place for millennia. Wisdom and culture gained over many aeons have guided the Noongar people through their interactions with the land, nature and each other. The arrival in 1829 of the British to settle in the Swan River catchment had a devastating effect on thousands of years of land stewardship by the Whadjuk Noongar people.

Europeans had explored the west coast of Australia over several centuries, but most of those who visited it were unimpressed by its potential for colonisation. The French explorer Nicolas Baudin, who visited the area in 1802, described it as, ‘a low, barren, dreary and sandy shore, affording little interesting either in the animal, mineral or vegetable creation.’

It was 41 years after the formation of the British colony in New South Wales that an interest was taken in the western seaboard. This was primarily brought about, in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, when whaling boat reports suggested that the French were taking a more than passing interest in the western half of Australia. After years of conflict at home, the British were keen to avoid the prospect of French neighbours in the Antipodes. Action had to be taken and a party of about 80 people were sent from New South Wales to establish a military settlement in King George Sound. On 21 January 1827, an official ceremony was held proclaiming the foundation of the first settlement in Western Australia, later to be known as Albany.

Soon after the first settlement was established, Captain James Stirling, while visiting Sydney on a tour of duty from Britain, suggested to New South Wales governor Ralph Darling that he consider a new colony in Western Australia with potential for Indian Ocean trade. As a result, Stirling was dispatched to explore the west coast and find a suitable spot for a much more substantial settlement. During this exploration in 1827, Stirling spent 12 days in the Swan River area. Beguiled by its beauty, Stirling was misled by the lushness of the flora into believing it was like the most fertile parts of Italy and perfect for the creation of a British colony. Seeing only the possibilities and the prospects for new settlement, and ignorant of the realities facing those who would come, and those already present, the foundations of Perth were laid.

The foundation of the town of Perth, marked by the felling of a tree on 12 August 1829, was followed by a painfully slow development of the area. A year later, many of the first settlers were still camping on the banks of the Swan River, or on the beach in Fremantle. Even worse, the promises made of a rich and fertile river flood plain were completely unfounded. Mrs Elizabeth Shaw, who arrived in February 1830, recorded that ‘each side of the river is nothing more or less than sand – white sand – incapable of being made to produce anything for the sustenance of man!’

Named after the birthplace of Lord Murray, the British Parliament’s Colonial Secretary, Perth gradually took shape as a town despite the problems of sourcing suitable building materials. This meant many were still sleeping in tents long after the declaration of the township. In addition to the sparsity of agricultural land, two other problems hampered progress. One was an acute lack of labour to carry out the construction of infrastructure such as roads and bridges; the other was a severe shortage of capital investment.

It had always been intended that Western Australia would be a free settlement rather than a penal colony, but farmers and landowners saw the potential for convicts to be a source of cheap labour, with funding from the homeland to pay for them. After a considerable amount of political lobbying, and much to the surprise of the colonial authorities, the first convicts arrived, totally unexpectedly, in June 1850. This influx of labour, some of it skilled, significantly helped the development of Perth by the construction of public buildings such as the Town Hall, first Colonial School and Government House. With the convicts came experienced professionals, employed to oversee the projects undertaken by them.

By 1856, when Perth was declared a city by Queen Victoria, the physical and social shape of Perth had largely been determined. The administrative, political and business centre was based around St Georges Terrace, with Hay Street and Murray Street developed as a commercial and shopping precinct: while further west around Kings Street and also in East Perth, artisans’ workshops, cottages and stockyards were to be found. Throughout this period, the Swan River remained vital for communications, and the ‘Port of Perth’, developed at the southern end of William Street, provided a trading link with the seaport at Fremantle and the agricultural community of the Swan Valley at Guildford.

Economic activity as this time was still based on agriculture, with wool a primary export for many years, aided by exploiting newly found resources such as sandalwood. Income was scarce, however, and the colony struggled to make its mark until the end of this period when Western Australia struck gold, and the first resource boom began. With the 1890s discovery of gold in the Murchison and Eastern Goldfields, Perth witnessed a massive influx of population and wealth. This prosperity brought about a transformation from modest country town to prosperous commercial city, demonstrated by the grandeur of the former Land Titles Building, the graceful lines of the McNess Royal Arcade and the opulence of His Majesty’s Theatre, all erected to demonstrate Perth’s status as a significant gold city.

In 1901, Federation transformed Western Australia from an independent colony to a State of the Commonwealth of Australia, and Perth gained the status of capital city. During the 1920s the appearance and character of Perth was confirmed rather than altered dramatically, although late in the 1930s the construction of several multi-storey buildings in the city centre, such as the Gledden, CMLA and Commonwealth Bank buildings, were a portent of the dramatic changes the city would undergo in the last 40 years of the 20th century.

The population of Perth changed in size and character after World War II as immigration brought new cultures and traditions to the city. A major phase of development spurred on by further resource booms of the 1960s, 70s and 80s saw skyscrapers built and the city take on a more modern character, sometimes in ways which we would now have cause to question. During the entrepreneurial 1980s and more temperate 1990s, the city continued its transition from a Victorian gold town into a dynamic and progressive city.

In the first two decades of the 21st century the Metropolitan Perth population has passed the two million mark and redevelopment of parts of the city centre has continued apace. Often referred to as ‘crane city’ for the amount of ongoing building work, areas such as Elizabeth Quay and Yagan Square have evolved and grown, significantly changing the city’s skyline. From very humble and difficult beginnings, Perth has evolved into an exciting cosmopolitan city, full of evidence of its past and promise for its future.

[image: Perth skyline at dusk with illuminated skyscrapers and a busy motorway in the foreground.]

Perth is a city with an ever-evolving story. Here is the Perth skyline, as seen from Kings Park.








St Georges Terrace

The fashionable residential and business area of town

[image: Horse-drawn carriages travel down a wide street lined with ornate buildings and electric poles in historic Perth.]

1905

Above: This street was initially called ‘King George’s Terrace’, after King George IV, but by the time the English geographer John Arrowsmith drew a map of the town in 1833, it was being referred to as ‘St George’s Terrace’, probably being renamed after the king’s death in 1830. To ensure standards were maintained, a regulation was passed in 1833, which stipulated that only homes costing at least £200 could be built on this street and it became a fashionable residential and business area of the town. Various improvements to the street were carried out in the 1870s and 80s, including levelling and the addition of a footpath, but it was the new-found gold wealth of the 1890s that changed the architecture of the street out of all recognition and removed most of the residential properties. On the immediate left of the photograph stands the United Services Hotel and on the right is Weld Chambers, containing the Trade Protection Association.



[image: Busy street in Perth with modern buildings, vehicles, and pedestrians. Banners hang from lamp posts, and trees line the sidewalks.]

Above: Following the first gold boom and during the Great Depression of the 1930s, few changes were made to the late 19th-century elegance of ‘the Terrace’ (as it is locally known), but the Western Australian mineral boom, which started after World War II, was to change all that. A need for a significant increase in office accommodation, coupled with an internationally held disregard for the significance of 19th-century architecture, brought about the disappearance of buildings which today would be considered important examples of their time. The United Services Hotel was replaced in the early 1970s by the Suncorp building and Weld Chambers made way for the St Martins Centre in 1978. At about the same time, the street name also lost its apostrophe. While the 19th-century charm of the western end of the street has disappeared, the area has retained the bustling atmosphere of a busy central business district.








T&G Chambers / Citibank House

The elegant T&G Chambers survived until 1960

[image: Historic multi-storey building with ornate architecture and tower, located at a street intersection. Early 20th-century automobiles and pedestrians nearby.]

1928

Above: Prior to the construction of T&G Chambers in 1897, the site was occupied by two buildings: the National Bank of Australasia and the United Service Tavern Hotel. In the early days of the Swan River Colony there was insufficient collateral to start a bank and it was not until 1837 that the Bank of Western Australia opened, followed in 1841 by the National Bank of Australasia, which opened a branch on the corner of St Georges Terrace and Barrack Street. This building survived until it was purchased by the Temperance & General Life Assurance Company, who commissioned architect J.J. Talbot Hobbs to design their new offices. At the back of the building was the headquarters of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, which was founded in 1892 to create a ‘sober and pure world’.



[image: Historic Perth street scene with a large two-storey building, horse-drawn carriage, and distant view of a river.]

c. 1870

Above: The first buildings on the plot: the National Bank of Australasia and the United Service Tavern Hotel (far right) occupied the site until 1897.



[image: Modern high-rise Citibank building on a city street corner, featuring reflective blue glass and prominent signage, set against a cloudy sky.]

Above: The gracefully elegant T&G Chambers survived until 1960, when the need for more office space drove the owners to demolish the building and construct what was for some 10 years the tallest building in central Perth. Construction of the new, steel-framed building was not without problems, as the high water table in the area demanded raft-type foundations. When it opened in 1962 it was known as the T&G Building but changed its name to Citibank House after the bank became its sole occupier. By the 1980s, the building was in need of modernisation
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