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Introduction
‘Within/Without These Walls’ is a live storytelling event that has been included in the Brisbane 
Open House program since 2016, during which we’ve told location-specific stories at buildings and 
sites such as Parliament House, St John’s Cathedral, Boggo Road prison, Spring Hill Windmill, 
Miegunyah House, and Burnett Lane. In 2018 we published a paperback anthology featuring twenty 
stories (and a few poems) by twenty local writers, each set in or around a prominent Brisbane 
building or structure. This year we’ve compiled this ebook as a gift to Brisbane Open House patrons 
and others who’re interested in the heritage and history of this city’s built environment.

The contributing writers have given their creative time freely and kindly because they share our 
love for architecture, design, heritage, and history––and they want to share stories about how people 
have lived in, worked in, or otherwise experienced the many diverse buildings that make up the 
impressive BOH program in 2019. Some of the stories are creative non-fiction, others are traditional 
history, and there are some that use personal memoir and reflection to elaborate their unique 
narrative. What they share in common is that they offer unknown and unseen perspectives on the 
buildings they’re ‘about’––so we hope you’ll find them informative and interesting. The contents 
have been gathered and compiled with no budget––without any oily rag to smell––and is being 
offered for free, so please forgive any editorial and technical shortcomings.
Matthew Wengert
Commissioning Editor
AndAlso Books



A Younger City: Lloyd Rees’ Postcards
Malcolm Middleton OAM LFRAIA Queensland Government Architect

This set of postcards are an important and very interesting piece of Brisbane history and 
they remain of interest in a city very much changed since they were first sketched by the 18 
year old Lloyd Rees.
As markers of the city they show a series of handsome pre-World War 1 buildings, all apart 
from one can still be found in the city – only the Law Courts which were gutted by fire do 
not survive. This is particularly interesting for a city that did not have a base of wealth from 
which to deliver great buildings. Somehow Brisbane prioritised these facilities and managed 
to commission and deliver a fine group of public buildings.

These wonderful sketches however show much more than that. They show a passionate 
young artist working clearly from plein air locations creating a suite of sketches all dated 
October 1913. You can imagine the Jacaranda infused landscape settings that would have 
accompanied Rees’s city rambling as he delivered this series of energetic, accurate and yet 
relaxed sketches of his city. Presumably Rees 
undertook these in pen and ink and the remarkable 
accuracy of his perspective settings is a testament 
to his exceptional eye for place and setting. In the 
75 years that follow these sketches he delivered a 
cornucopia of sketches, paintings, lithographs and 
etchings almost all of which featured buildings or 
buildings in landscapes. Even his most abstract late 
life images as his eyesight failed retained an 
exceptional sense of place.

These particular sketches however are the 
forerunner of the remarkable pencil sketches he 
produced in the early 1930’s in Sydney where no 
one before or since has delivered such exquisite 
renderings of Sydney buildings and the rocks and 
trees of Sydney harbour. It is clear from the 
postcards that  he worked quickly to capture the 
Brisbane light. It takes some confidence to draw in 
public and as an 18 year old his ability to feel the 
building at the end of his pen or pencil is already 
remarkable.
It was my pleasure to encounter Lloyd Rees during 
my architectural studies at Sydney University by 
which time he was well into his seventies. He 
always said “ Architects must be able to draw” and 
he would encourage us to go out and find things 
and places that interested us and draw them. He 
was a passionate advocate for art and for the knowledge of art history as well as for travel to 
places with great buildings, wonderful landscape settings and great light. The 1970’s was a 
period of significant upheaval in universities, none more so than Sydney university. Yet even 
in this period of rebellion against authority and course structures his lectures were always 
full and his art classes always attended. We knew we had access to one of the great 
defenders of architecture and art, and of the power of the sketch.





The Hansard Raid: a George Street story
Matthew Wengert

By the end of 1917 Australian soldiers had been fighting in the Middle East and Western 
Europe for almost three years, and the nation was heading towards the second referendum 
on conscription. From a population of fewer than five million, more than 400 000 men had 
volunteered––and tens of thousands had already been killed in various theatres since the 9th 
Battalion (Queenslanders) first led the AIF ashore at Gallipoli––but Prime Minister Billy 
Hughes was crusading for even more Anzacs to be sent to the war.

The first conscription referendum was narrowly defeated, and the conservative Federal 
government was determined to hinder political opposition to the second referendum––due in 
December 1917––by any means available. One of their weapons was censorship, as codified 
through the War Precautions Regulations.

Queensland’s Premier Thomas ‘T.J.’ Ryan was a staunch opponent of conscription. The 
former lawyer and Attorney-General used his rhetorical talents to argue against forcing 
working men into uniform, after so many had already chosen to join up. The military was––
and had been since 1914––predominantly made up of working men, of men who would 
return to being trade unionists if they were not killed or too badly damaged by the war.

Newspaper reports of speeches made by Ryan at a public meeting in Albert Square [now 
King George Square] were suppressed by the military censors, so the Premier opened a 
debate on censorship in the Legislative Assembly––where his words, he thought, would be 
protected by parliamentary privilege. This was how he planned to get his arguments printed 
and made available to Queensland’s voting public, through ‘Hansard’. He stated: 
‘Censorship [is] no doubt necessary, but it should be purely for the purpose connected with 
the successful carrying on of the war. It should be utilised for the prevention of information 
going to the enemy, or for any purpose connected with the securing of the public safety and 
the defence of the Commonwealth. It was laid down in the War Precautions Act that it was 
for this purpose. That no doubt [is] welcomed by all parties.’ In his view censorship 
provisions did not cover political viewpoints contrary to any particular government, whether 
State or Federal. A member of the conservative opposition argued that free speech was not 
covered in the Australian or English constitutions, to which Ryan retorted ‘Is there anything 
in the Constitution to give one liberty to eat?’

The following day, Friday 23 November, the Federal authorities shot back. Captain Stable 
(Censor, 1st Military District), sent a memorandum to the Government Printer, Anthony 
Cumming: ‘I … do hereby forbid you … to print or publish in contravention of the War 
Precautions Regulations, 1915, any matter being or purporting to be a report of a debate in 
the Legislative Assembly of Queensland on the 22nd day of November, 1917, on the 
question of Military Censorship…’ The Queensland Government Printing Office [QGPO] 
occupied adjoining buildings in George and William streets, a couple of blocks down from 
Parliament. It was typical for Printing Office staff to work shifts around the clock to meet 
the numerous and diverse jobs it was given by the various government departments and 
agencies––and particularly by parliament. The QGPO was also a secure and sensitive 
workplace because it printed valuable items such as duty stamps and train tickets (low value, 
but huge volumes worth a fortune; day after day, year upon year).

Cumming replied to Stable on 24 November. His letter began: ‘I must express my complete 
surprise… It is apparent you are unaware of the opinion expressed by the present Federal 



Attorney-General that the Censor has no power to censor the Official Report of the 
Parliamentary Debates [‘Hansard’] of any of the States. …’ The Government Printer––
voicing Queensland’s official response to Federal attempts to block Ryan’s speeches––
explained that only the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly could control of publication of 
parliamentary debates, and suggested that Captain Stable apply to the courts if he wanted to 
have the matter decided. Cumming did not receive a written reply from Stable. The Federal 
response was a little less subtle than ink on paper.

On Monday 26 November Ryan told his cabinet colleagues that ‘… late last night the 
Military Authorities made a raid on the Queensland Government Printing Office, and seized 
some thousands of copies of “Hansard”.’ The Premier had not been informed about the raid 
until after it had happened. According to the Daily Mail newspaper, which was notoriously 
anti-Labor, anti-Ryan, and pro-Conscription: ‘The carrying out of this unpleasant task was 
entrusted to Brigadier-General Irving (State Commandant) and a posse of military, and they 
discharged their duty with expedition and despatch. … Motor cars were used for taking 
away the “Hansards,” and the military withdrew as quietly and unobtrusively as they 
entered, after having accomplished their work. The printing office employees were in a state 
of suppressed excitement during the time the raiders were on the premises.’ The motor cars 
drove down George Street and over to the local military headquarters at Victoria Barracks, 
Petrie Terrace.

Billy Hughes was in Brisbane at this time, on a northern tour trying to drum up support for 
the Conscription cause in what was then the most radical State in Australia. It is not clear if 
he played any direct part in motivating or orchestrating the ‘Hansard Raid’––but it was to 
eventually become clear that he’d regret it happened. Hughes was staying at the Bellevue 
Hotel, across the road from Parliament House on the corner of Alice and George streets. 
Ryan wrote to the Prime Minister, asking if he (Hughes) was aware of the raid and whether 
he agreed that it ran counter to his own view––expressed in his other role of Commonwealth 
Attorney-General––that only a Speaker could limit the speech of any member of a State 
parliament. The Premier concluded the letter with these words:
‘I am sure you must realise the great necessity of avoiding anything in the nature of displays 
of military force which may inflame the public mind at a time when feeling is already 
running high.
‘Thanking you in anticipation for the courtesy of an immediate reply.
‘I have the honour to be… [etc]’

The ‘Hansard’ raid took place on Sunday night. On Tuesday 
morning the Ryan cabinet issued a Proclamation, which was 
published in the form of a Government Gazette Extraordinary. 
If the Federal authorities were going to censor Queensland 
politicians, then the State government was going to make sure 
it was reported and distributed on the public record. The 
Proclamation was constructed of a series of letters and 
memorandums that spelt out the chain of events since the 
debate on censorship through to the Premier’s letter to the 
Prime Minister––including the communications between the 
military censor and the Government Printer. They could take 
the ‘Hansard’, but they couldn’t censor the Gazette 
Extraordinary containing the Proclamation. However, Hughes 
was just as combative for his Federal position as Ryan was for 
Queensland’s, and he dared the Premier to repeat his censored 
statements in public (away from the protection of parliament).



That same day, Tuesday 27 November, the Home Secretary’s office wrote to the Police 
Commissioner requesting that police would stand guard at the QGPO to make sure the 
Federal officers didn’t make another raid on the Printing Office to take away the 
Proclamations before they could be distributed. There were two teams of police guarding the 
QGPO entrances, with a sergeant and four constables on duty in George Street, and another 
sergeant and four constables in William Street. Each team stood an eight-hour shift––2 p.m. 
to 10 p.m., 10 p.m. to 6 a.m., and 6 a.m. to 2 p.m.––from Tuesday afternoon until they were 
relieved from this unusual duty before lunch on Thursday.

Home Secretary’s Office to the Commissioner of Police, Brisbane, 27 November 1917
Sir,
I have the honour, by direction, to inform you that the Minister requests that you will 
arrange for a sufficient number of unarmed Police to be posted at the Government Printing 
Office to ensure the working of that Office without interference by any person or persons not 
authorized by the Home Secretary. It is also requested that four Policemen be stationed 
inside each door of the Office, and that a sufficient reserve force be made available for the 
carrying out of this direction.
Yours obediently,
William Gall
Under Secretary

Report from Acting-Sergeant Thomas Claire to Sub-Inspector of Police, 28 November 1917
Sir,
I beg to report that about 12.30 a.m. on the above date whilst on duty at the rear entrance to 
the Government Printing Office, William Street, City, about twelve men assembled at the 
back gate leading to the Government Printing Office. One of the men said “I am Captain 
Stephens, I belong to the Military Authorities, I want to go into the Printing Office”. At the 



same time he took a slip of paper from his pocket and said “Here is my authority”. I said “I 
cannot let you in”. The Government Printer, who was standing at the Gate, said “Who is 
there?” He replied “Captain Stephens”. The Government Printer, Mr Cumming, then 
opened the gate and let Captain Stephens in, and they both went into the building. After 
about ten minutes they came back and Captain Stephens went away.
After the Captain left Mr Cumming said that he did not go through the Office; that he took 
his word that everything was alright.

The anti-conscription demonstrations in Brisbane on Wednesday night (28 November) were 
larger than ever, and both Ryan and his State treasurer Ted Theodore took up Hughes’ 
challenge by clearly and loudly stating their positions in defiance of the Federal authorities. 
They then went to Parliament, and after the House rose for the night they went home. Ryan 
lived at Auckland Villa, on the corner of George and Mary streets, almost directly opposite 
the QGPO with its carved stone printers’ devils overlooking the road; Theodore lived in 
Bowen Terrace, New Farm. A number of supporters ‘… loitered in the vicinity of Mr. 
Ryan’s residence’ to check any attempts by the military officers to ‘get’ him for making his 
statements in public, and some local police were also ‘… hovering outside the Premier’s 
premises, apparently guarding him from nocturnal visitors. … The situation is fraught with 
serious possibilities… Meanwhile, Messrs. Ryan and Theodore are “at large.”’ [Daily Mail]

While the Queensland police were protecting their 
State’s elected leader, the Prime Minister was 
encountering some hostile elements as he went 
south. When Hughes addressed a crowd at 
Warwick, pushing his case for conscription, some 
eggs were thrown at him. One of the eggs 
dislodged his hat. A sergeant of the Warwick 
police was disinclined to arrest the egg-thrower, 
and Hughes fumed over the ‘assault’ being 
followed by the insult of a Queensland officer 
refusing to obey a Federal instruction. Back in 
Brisbane, newspapers reported that Hughes had 
been both ‘hustled’ and ‘jostled’ by the rowdy 
‘display’ at Warwick. Ryan must have been 
smiling at the indignation of the man who wanted 
to send thousands of men into trench warfare against their will, complaining that he was 
almost hit in the face with an egg. He sent a telegram to Hughes:
… I regret to hear of the incident, and trust you suffered no bodily injury. … A preliminary 
inquiry by telephone from Warwick seems to indicate that the occurrence was not nearly so 
serious as your telegram represented. … Your threat with regard to the Commonwealth 
Government taking steps to enforce its own laws are quite uncalled for, as this Government 
is enforcing, and will continue to enforce, the laws of Commonwealth and State.
RYAN, Premier.

Meanwhile the Commonwealth Crown Solicitor was busy engaging the services of the 
Brisbane law firm Chambers, McNab & McNab to lay charges against Ryan, Theodore, and 
two others (Lewis McDonald and Cuthbert Butler). The first charge against Ryan was for 
making a false statement; and the charge against the four men was for ‘… conspiring 
together to effect a purpose that is unlawful… namely, without lawful authority to distribute 
printed matter, namely, matter contained in a circular… which had not been first submitted 
to, and approved by, an officer of the censorship staff.’ [Courier Mail] These charges were 
shared with the press before the summons was given to the Premier. A representative of the 



legal firm, accompanied by Brigadier-General Irving, took them to the Courier Mail 
offices––from where they were supposed to be passed along to the Daily Mail, but 
apparently the Courier staff ‘forgot’ to share them. Other newspapers, including the Labor-
aligned Daily Standard, were not included in this cosy arrangement. The notion of a ‘free 
Press’ was not always entirely convenient to the Federal government fighting for its 
conscription referendum.

Ryan was said to be in a ‘cheerful mood’ when he appeared in the City Summons Court on 
Monday 3 December, charged under the War Precautions Act (Military Service) 
Regulations. The Premier was ably defended by Hugh Macrossan. For four days the court 
was packed (and overflowing) with people trying to follow the banal and boring arguments, 
before Macrossan made his closing statement to Magistrate Harris:

Addressing the Bench, Mr. Macrossan said that 
it was only beating the air for him to address at 
all. He could not understand how it was that 
the magistrate had not swept out the case 
earlier.
Mr. Harris: I could not take in all the evidence. 
I have to be particularly careful.
Mr. Macrossan: If Mr. Ryan was not the 
Premier of Queensland and made this speech, 
do you think for one minute you would have 
had the duty of adjudicating on this matter? 
You cannot get away from it. It is a political 
prosecution.
[…]
After further argument, Mr. Harris said: “I 
have come to the conclusion that the complaint 
must be dismissed.” He could not proceed for a 

minute or two because of applause from followers of Mr. Ryan in the court. Continuing, Mr. 
Harris added: “I decline to find any fact.” [Daily Mail]

The Magistrate ordered the Commonwealth to pay costs of 20 guineas, which Macrossan 
and Ryan immediately said would be given to one of the patriotic funds. Ryan was 
applauded by the huge crowd outside the court.

The conscription referendum was defeated by a larger majority than the previous 
referendum. The war would become even deadlier in its final year. When Billy Hughes was 
asked why he deserved to take part in the treaty negotiations following the war, he replied: 
‘I speak for 60 000 dead.’

[Images: ‘Daily Mail' headlines 28-11-1917, 7-12-1917; ‘Telegraph’ headline 30-11-1917; Queensland State 
Archives digital images from various items listed below; State Library of Queensland photo of Anthony 
Cumming]
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Jesmond
Jill Barker

Wickham Terrace, Brisbane. August 1897. 

Jesmond is crowded. This tall lop-sided stone house is full of Lilleys. Its family has been 
arriving during the day: grown-up children, and their children. Daughters, daughters-in-law and 
long-time servants of the household work in the detached kitchen to produce an impressive 
evening meal for everyone to pick at. Piles of linen have been laid out, beds made up in every 
available space. Some of the smaller children who are old enough to sleep through are put to 
bed, early, in their grandparent's room. The boys' wing, as they call the first-floor rooms snugged 
to the eastern side of the high main part, will be jam-packed with sons and sons-in-law and 
grandsons. Upstairs bedrooms for the women and girls. 

No-one sleeps much. There is quiet talk, and reminiscence into the night. The sounds of sombre 
restlessness finally settle down for a couple of hours before dawn, until grey morning light 
begins to push in through the side and rear windows. Then the kitchen maid, and some of the 
littlest children and their vigilant mothers, tiptoe around on creaking floorboards, whispering, 
which gradually wakes the others. 

On this rainy Saturday morning, Jesmond stands steadfast, but troubled. Up on the roof, a loose 
piece of corrugated iron knocks in the wind; occasional blustery rain dashes the windows. Front 
window blinds remain closed. A large black bow has been tied to the front door knocker to 
muffle its rap. The upstairs veranda is swathed in black. When the women stand up there, 
watching the weather, it looks as though they've draped their skirts across the balustrade. House 
and family alike are in mourning. Downstairs, in the front room, the old man—the bedrock of 
them all—is silent. His face serene, unanimated, encircled by fresh and fragrant flowers. 

Before long, the family has risen and dressed and come downstairs or through from the boys' 
wing to the dining room for tea or coffee. Breakfast is laid out and they all take something. Of 
the eight sons, only one is not present: Bertie is in Rockhampton, waiting for the next steamer. 
The two eldest daughters have helped their mother into her widow's weeds, and she is dignified, 
but vague and forgetful. She has been central to the man and the family for forty years. When he 
was a young man, the old man had been thinking of her as he proposed, in parliament, votes for 
women. Others feared women might not be equipped to make responsible choices when voting: 
he pointed out that there were women who had better heads on their shoulders than many men. 
But on this squally day decades later, women still do not have the right to vote. 

Despite the weather, small groups of people congregate outside the house. Men on their way to 
work go out of their way to pause in front of Jesmond. To doff their hats and stand for a while 
before they are obliged by the necessity of the day to move on. From ten o'clock, the front door 
is left ajar, and callers begin to arrive to pay their respects to the family, and to the old man in 
his polished oak coffin, surrounded—almost overwhelmed—by wreaths and flowers brought all 
day yesterday, and again this morning. In the early afternoon when the rain begins to ease, more 
people walk to the house. They come from all directions: working men, mothers and children. 
Old people. Up from the town area and down from the suburbs of Red Hill and Paddington; 
many from Fortitude Valley. They recall the vibrant and eloquent man in his heyday, how he 
spoke up for them, how his actions made it possible for their children to be educated. They stand 
about in small groups in the large open area in front of Jesmond, avoiding a couple of dripping 
trees, reminded that things could be worse. 



Jesmond was built for the family, and has grown up with them. It began its life as a plain single-
storey stone cottage, after Charlie Lilley married Sarah Jeays. Sarah was the only daughter of 
Joshua Jeays: builder-architect, protestor about abuses in the recruitment and working 
conditions of South Sea Islanders, and once Mayor of Brisbane. Charlie was working as both a 
newspaper editor and a solicitor. He was the Member of the Legislative Assembly for Fortitude 
Valley in Queensland's first parliament, Lilley of the Valley. The cottage was built (probably by 
Sarah's father) on this narrow-fronted block of land with views out across the surroundings to 
the looping river. It faced the unpaved track that followed the lie of the land between Brisbane's 
river-busy low central area and the steeper grade up the red hill where load-pulling horses 
strained. 

And before long, Jesmond grew an elegant dogleg staircase with a wide curved timber handrail 
and a second floor to house more Lilleys. It sprouted a raised balcony at the front entrance, and 
another upstairs decorated with a cast-iron balustrade and roofed to shade from the afternoon 
sun. The family moved to other houses built by Joshua Jeays during the extensions, but always 
returned to Jesmond. By then, Charlie was a barrister, Queensland's first Queen's Counsel. 
Infused with democratic principles, and believing that the dominions of Australia would soon 
form a republic, he became Premier of Queensland at forty-two. He put in place free primary 
education by his political boldness, despite powerful opposition, but he alienated his 
parliamentary colleagues through lack of consultation. Charlie was a visionary who could be a 
bit of a one-man band. 

Jesmond accommodated all their family celebrations. Achievements were toasted with bumpers 
of fizz. Their generous hospitality, copious food and talk, always talk: Charlie's melodious voice 
persuading—insisting—that people of all walks of life, men and women, must have 
opportunities to make better life decisions for themselves. 

And then Charlie was no longer in politics. 
He was worn down by the opposition of those 
who used unfounded rumour to sow doubt for 
their own political purposes, and by the 
hesitation and lack of support from colleagues 
who were less radical (radical for the times; 
his ideas don't sound radical now). In the 
mid-1870s, he became a Supreme Court 
Judge, applying his comprehensive legal 
knowledge and acumen to make well-
prepared and principled judgements. The 
family bought the cottage next door to 
Jesmond and attached it at the side, as the 
boys' wing. 

Charlie became Chief Justice of Queensland, 
and—to the dismay of some of his old pro-
republic constituents—Sir Charles. He'd 
declined the honour at first, then had second 
thoughts, for after all, he said, he was as good 
as many who had accepted. A vain and 
competitive streak in him. And he remained, 
said Justice Pope Cooper, as hospitable as an 
Arab. When he was in his sixties, after a 
controversial case, he resigned from the 



Bench, unwell. Still respected by the legal profession but, in his last years, cold-shouldered by 
those who considered themselves polite society of Brisbane. He and Sarah travelled. He made a 
misjudged attempt to return to politics. 

Sir Charles has not been granted a State funeral. But people remember Charlie, and are giving 
him a majestic send-off. In the mid-afternoon, many more buggies and horse-drawn taxis arrive 
at Jesmond, parking along both sides of the road as far as you can see. Passengers descend and 
walk along to find out what is happening and to chat quietly. To shake hands and to shake their 

heads. Hundreds more arrive on foot. By 
the time the hearse and the several 
mourning coaches are ready to leave, there 
is a crowd of more than a thousand in front 
of Jesmond. They watch silently and with 
genuine sorrow as the coffin is loaded into 
the hearse, as armfuls of flowers are carried 
from the house to fill more than one 
waggonette. They stand back as the Lilley 
men, and men of families related by 
marriage, enter the mourning coaches. 

Even those pillars of Brisbane society who 
shunned him are attending his funeral, 
simulating their ability to rise above 
pettiness. They watch with solemnity 
shaded with relief and victory. 

As the cortège moves off, black-veiled 
Sarah and her five daughters, with 
daughters-in-law, appear on the upstairs 

balcony and look out over the assembled crowd, startled by the size of it. About a hundred and 
thirty buggies and horse-drawn taxicabs follow the mourning coaches. A sizeable crowd on foot 
follows them. The boys of Brisbane Grammar, with their Headmaster and members of staff, 
were planning to lead the cortège, but the wet weather has changed their plans. Instead, they 
form a guard of honour at the school gates as the procession passes. Past Brisbane Grammar it 
trails, then down to North Quay, along the River Road, (Coronation Drive), right at the Regatta 
Hotel, up Sylvan Road to the cemetery. As the hearse enters the gates of Toowong cemetery, the 
tail of the procession has just turned at the Regatta.

Women do not attend the funeral. In this age of sensibility, it is supposed that women may find it 
all too overwhelming, and would be embarrassed to break down in public. Back in the house the 
women wait during the long slow afternoon. In many ways, these are the worst hours. Taking 
action and seeing the burial ceremony with your own eyes may be more comforting, but they 
follow the convention of their times. And eventually the men return, bereft of the old man who 
has been their rock, as the house has been their stable place. 

Sarah Lilley died five years later. Jesmond, under a different name, was a boarding house until 
1911, when it was sold to become Emmanuel College, a residential college for university 
students. Eventually it lost the boys' wing and the upstairs balcony, acquired extensions on either 
side, and took the outer form it retains as the administration block of St Andrew's War Memorial 
Hospital. If you stand out the front, you can still see the central part of the old house. Perhaps 
you can imagine yourself as part of a large crowd, gathered in homage to the man whose 
persuasive and fair-minded speeches made people think more clearly about democratic rights. 



[Images: Portrait of Lilley, SLQ Neg 69369; ‘Brisbane Courier’ article 23-8-1897; Photograph by Unknown - 
Emmanuel College, Wickham Terrace, Brisbane, 1930, JOL, State Library of Queensland

Sources:

Bennett, J M. Sir Charles Lilley: Premier and Chief Justice of Queensland. The Federation Press, 2014. Lives of 
the Australian Chief Justices.

Queensland Heritage Register 602170, St Andrews War Memorial Hospital Administration Building, 465 Wickham 
Terrace, Spring Hill.

Thanks to the General Manager, Uniting Care, for access to the St Andrew's War Memorial Hospital Administration 
Block.



The Pool on the Hill
Steve Capelin

Brisbane, 1886. Most houses in Spring Hill had no bathrooms, let alone running water, 
bathing was an unfamiliar activity. For many, a plunge once a week in a tub in the back yard 
sufficed. For the wealthy there was the option of a visit to one of the four floating baths 
moored along the inner city reaches of the river. These baths charged an entry fee and were 
designed to be shark free and to uphold the modest mores of the time. For the rest there was 
the open waters of the river.

Despite the English habit of ignoring the need for personal hygiene, Brisbane had a 
fascination with water. Perhaps it was the climate. It was a stinker of a place to live. Hot, 
humid and unbearable in summer. But what drove our municipal forebears to build the first 
land-based bathing facility on one of the highest points in the town? Were not the logistical 
challenges clear? A bathing pool needed water! Were they to use the precious fresh water 
arriving from Enoggera Dam?

It seems it was a plan to kill two birds with one stone - personal hygiene and public hygiene. 
Spring Hill was regarded by local authorities as dangerously unhygienic with open channels 
carrying human, animal and industrial waste to the stream which flowed along the natural 
water course which is now Water Street. The stream, known as Spring Hollow, was a 
cesspit. Combined with the general lack of personal hygiene, this created the setting for a 
potential health disaster which arrived in the early 1880s in the form of a typhoid outbreak.  

In 1884 the water course following Spring Hollow was lined with stone in the hope that it 
would be flushed clean every time it rained. Was there a flaw in this plan? What if it failed to 
rain? In 1885, during an extended Australia-wide drought, the Brisbane River actually 
ceased to flow, so poor was the rainfall. Ignoring these factors, the Corporation of Brisbane 
proceeded to construct the Spring Hill Municipal Baths to help solve the dual problem.



Water was pumped from the river at Victoria Bridge (with the Petrie Bight Pumping Station 
in the vicinity of the Custom’s House as the back-up source), and stored in reservoirs on 
Wickham Terrace. The pool was filled daily. Each evening the water was released to flow 
towards Spring Hollow where the accumulated effluent was flushed to the storm water 
drains leading to the river at Breakfast Creek. The consequence was to move the issue to 
another location. It clearly was not the ultimate solution.   

While homes were eventually connected to a permanent reticulated water supply and 
bathrooms gained hot and cold running water, over time, bathing for cleanliness led to 
bathing for pleasure and soon competitive swimming and the Spring Hill Baths survived. It 
is the oldest operating public baths in the southern hemisphere. 

[PHOTOS: Spring Hill Baths, ca. 1910, SLQ Neg 98708; City of Brisbane Corporation Baths, Spring Hill, 1914, SLQ 
Neg 35670]



Valley Baths: More than a Body of Water
Steve Capelin

“In the council’s regulations, it is set forth that all persons bathing must wear trunks” (The 
Brisbane Courier, 10 December 1886).

Before the building of the Valley Municipal Swimming Bath there was the Booroodabin 
Baths and before that there was Breakfast Creek and the Brisbane River. People wanted to 
swim. At the beginning of the twentieth century the community was rather prudish about 
bathing and bathing costumes. Swimming in public was banned during daylight hours, 
women wore knee length woollen bathing costumes and men wore neck to knees. Women 
and men swam in segregated pools, or at different times. These rules were applied in all 
bathing facilities until 1921 when the Davies Park Pool in West End was built and became 
the first to allow mixed bathing. Behind closed doors prior to 1921 however, there was 
another reality. Men preferred to swim unencumbered. The floating baths lining the river 
were filled with naked men enjoying a plunge au naturel. And this was not only confined to 
the bathing houses. Shock! Horror! Men and boys were inclined to strip off and swim in 
their bathing suits (Is that where that term came from?) in the river, in lagoons, in streams 
and in inner city Breakfast Creek. This behaviour outraged certain members of the 
community. Angry letters to the editor demanded that the Municipal Council do something 
to contain this wild and bawdy display. 

In response the Booroodabin Baths were built in 1896. This was the precursor to the Valley 
Municipal Bath which was built on adjacent land in 1925. All of these pools were filled with 
river water – it was clear and clean well into the twentieth century. Davies Park and Spring 
Hill used untreated water for an extended period (Davies Park until 1940) reverting to 
reticulated water only when pollution of the river demanded it. The Valley Bath had a 
modern filtration plant which filtered, purified and aerated the water while maintaining the 
natural salt of the river.  For many who grew up in the immediate pre and post war era, the 
Valley Baths holds colourful memories. Many schools used the pool for their annual 
swimming carnival where swimmers of all levels thrashed their way the length of the 50-
metre pool and then watched in awe as the champions showed off their skills - all of this 
accompanied by chants, war cries, wet towels and shivering bodies.

[PHOTO: Brisbane River, including City Baths, 1886, Albert Lomer]  



Jackson’s Granary
Louise Martin-Chew

8 Petrie Terrace
March 1992
Thick industrial walls are constructed with layers of brick, half a metre deep and heavily 
insulating. The traffic noise from outside is sucked away as the double glass doors close 
behind us. I am sealed inside a huge space with white walls. Inside the brick is covered and 
smooth, plastered and painted, with a soaring central ceiling, and timber stairs that lead up 
to a mezzanine. A huge circus painting by Joe Furlonger dominates the back wall, drawing 
me into its tumbling orbit of energy, colour, and movement. This building occupies almost 
the whole block on one of Brisbane’s busiest intersections and, until eighteen years before 
its reuse, had housed Jackson’s Granary (and my family’s past). Strangely it also takes me 
into an alternate future. 

Jackson’s was the new home of Brisbane’s Museum of Contemporary Art. I was 
visiting this privately funded contemporary art gallery (Australia’s first) as managing editor 
of Art and Australia journal with my non-executive editor Dinah Dysart, prior to the 
Brisbane launch of a new issue. Finally viewing MOCA was an intriguing prospect for us 
both. It had attracted attention since it opened in 1987 (in a different building) for its bold 
private initiative and the voracious collecting habits of James Baker, an accountant who 
developed and directed the museum. 

A tall man emerged from a side door and walked toward us, his large blue eyes 
meeting mine across the room. Wearing jeans and a t-shirt, with a shaggy fringe of greying 
hair, he was a long way from the mental image I had of the accountant art collector (small 
and prosperous-looking, dark-haired, a pin-stripe suit perhaps). I glanced at Dinah – 
disoriented.

Living in Sydney, I had heard about 
the new incarnation of the Jackson’s 
building and felt a level of 
emotional connection to this place – 
and its iteration as a gallery (given 
my professional interests). My 
grandmother’s uncle was Bill 
Jackson of J. Jackson & Co. They 
were early Brisbane produce agents 
and auctioneers, in business in 
Brisbane before 1898. My 
grandmother, Gladys (nee Gaydon), 
wrote about the “very old firm 
passed down to Uncle Bill from his 
father”. My grandfather, George 
William Ralph Martin, was offered 
a job by Bill Jackson after service in 
World War One. George started there in 1920. His income meant that he and Gladys were 
able to marry and by 1923 their first child, a boy named Lex, was born. 

In the years that followed, George found a strategic business head, and by 1931 was 
Managing Director of Jacksons, a position he occupied until he retired in 1965 (aged 70).  

It was in 1938 that Jacksons purchased the Petrie Terrace building from another 
produce merchant (W.A. Forth) which had gone into voluntary liquidation. This site saw an 
extraordinarily prosperous period for the granary as George negotiated wheat prices, 



purchased and stored grain, built annual dividends, fought political posturing in court from 
the Queensland government that impacted the business and, along the way, built his own 
family fortunes in parallel with the business. His decision to purchase a grinder with 100 
horsepower meant that Jackson’s went on to grind for all of the produce merchants in the 
district. By 1940, dividends were at 14.5 per cent; during the second World War years they 
peaked at 27 per cent.

This building was extended during the war to allow more grain storage. The vast 
spaces inside the brick walls where the grain silos were located are not really visible from 
the street where the façade is modest two stories, but the building grows tall as it slopes 
down the hill. At the back the brick wall is fortress-like, standing six stories high, inside 
which it housed silos of grain from all over Queensland and New South Wales. Behind the 
building, the little timber houses of Petrie Terrace sit cheek by jowl, dwarfed and 
overshadowed by their industrial neighbour; each host to their own personal narratives. This 
conjunction proved fatal in 1947 when the gas used to fumigate the grain (to keep it weevil 
free) was used incorrectly. The resulting explosion blew the back out of the building and 
part of this monumental wall collapsed onto one of the little houses behind, where an elderly 
couple living there were instantly killed, along with the granary worker. My grandmother 
remembered this sudden tragedy, writing later, “We were on holiday at Sans Souci on the 
Gold Coast when George got the news. He returned to Brisbane immediately and stayed for 
several days. It was a very sad holiday.” A different type of fumigation process was 
immediately adopted at Jackson’s. 

This wall, repaired, still soars above timber cottages. The newer brick, now sixty years old, 
remains like a sinuous scar down the building’s height, like a tear in its memory. I wonder, 
given the history, how the occupants of the other cottages feel to remain in her shadow, 
although the grain and the factory is long gone. 

My grandparents had their own tragedies over this period: etched into their psyches 
until the very end. By 1928 they had lost their second child, a daughter named Beris, aged 
only two and a half, to meningitis. Then the cataclysm Gran referred to as “our accident”. In 
1942 they were returning from a family holiday in Tewantin. Their son Dion (aged 11) and 
daughter Joyce’s friend Pat Webb, were travelling on the seats in the back of the company 
ute. The vehicle was side-swiped by a car coming from the opposite direction. They were 
killed instantly. Lex, their eldest son aged 19, sitting opposite Dion and Pat in the back. He 
was critically injured and died later that night in Nambour hospital. George, Gladys, my 
father Des (nine) and Joyce (thirteen) were in the cabin of the car and not physically injured. 
Trauma in those days was buried, and grief a silent spectre. My grandmother wrote decades 
later, “That was when the bottom did drop out of our world. It’s over forty years ago but is 
still too vivid and terrible for me to write about.” 

It was wartime and damage impacted so many families. Rarer than loss was the 
family who emerged unscathed. George was an older man by the time I remember him. He 
was most animated in company but there was an edge that may have emerged from his 
survival of this saddest of losses, that of not one child but three. And those losses were not 
complete. My father, Desmond Martin, born with a congenital heart condition in 1933, was 
not initially expected to survive his childhood. However, he did, and went on to school, 
work, and married my mother, Janice Josey, in 1957. They had three children (with me in 
the middle) before his own sudden death in 1964. My brother Dion, named for Des’s big 
brother Dion, who had always been so caring of him, was only six months old. It fell to 
George to travel north to Ingham where he assisted my mother to sort out the estate.

He returned to Jackson’s in this period which also had business stresses. Dividends 
had fallen to ten per cent. George was 69 and the board suggested his retirement the 
following year, in 1965. He picked up his hobbies – tennis, fitness, bowls and Rotary. And 
the company’s fortunes fell further. By 1971 he was asked to return and he finally agreed to 



do so as an adviser, with the proviso that it would be for only two years. During this period 
it was difficult to staff the office, and so Gran found herself (aged 77) in her first job. She 
remembered, “It was fun to receive a pay packet but I can’t really say I enjoyed being an 
office girl. Would rather be free to play cards and croquet.” The business environment 
remained flat – having declined so far that George was unable to assist the Managing 
Director to turn it around. 

By 1974 the Board made the decision to place Jackson’s into voluntary liquidation. 
George was approached again, this time by staff, who asked him to intervene and save their 
jobs. He took advice, finally arranging the sale of Jackson’s to a syndicate, who purchased 
all the shares for $1.50 each. Gran wrote, “The sale included the building and vacant block 
of land which would be very valuable by now.” Jackson and Co traded on until 1981, when 
the trucks bringing produce and grain became a traffic hazard at this central intersection. 
The land and building were auctioned but remained unsold. 

When James Baker purchased the building in 1989 it was derelict. His first Museum 
of Contemporary Art was in a stunning refurbishment of an art deco building in Melbourne 
Street, West End. He doesn’t recall what compelled him to move from this first building but 
a flood caused by blocked council drains in April 1989 damaged artworks, destroyed 
documents, and required a massive clean-up. This may have dimmed his confidence in that 
site, but I suspect the prospect of the new building project in Petrie Terrace was hard to 
resist. 

Jackson’s had been unoccupied since the granary days. The silos were still there, 
inside the solid brick edifice of the building which was sound, albeit filthy. There were 
industrial relics – pulleys, shafts and chutes, soaring ceilings and dramatic spaces. The brick 
was thick, immovable, and sound-dampening. Inside this building was recreated as another 
environment, a world away from the traffic and life of the city outside. By the time I saw 
Jackson’s in 1992, the renovation was complete. Industrial relics were retained where 
possible. While the gallery was white-walled and pristine, in the back of the building, its 
storage areas and in Jim’s flat and office upstairs, the tenor of its grainy past was captured. 



Concrete skin covered many walls with brick visible where it had fallen away. The rusty 
corrugated iron from the external roof had been used to line the internal roof, and timber had 
been reused on floors wherever possible. Skylights were incorporated to allow natural light 
into these significant spaces. From the roof you could see the rim of Brisbane’s volcanic 
caldera, and Mount Warning in northern New South Wales, and observe the frenetic activity 
of the cars and people scurrying below.

At that stage of my life I had not seen anything quite like it, even in the ex-industrial 
buildings in the Rocks where I worked when I first arrived in Sydney. I loved it instantly. 
The light touch that Jim achieved with his architect Jon Voller was revolutionary in Brisbane 
and carried the building’s long history forward with empathetic design. Within six months I 
was living there with Jim. My older cousin Ian, who had worked at the granary during 
Papa’s tenure, visited us, delighting in the building’s familiarity. The stairs that had been 
used to inspect the silos and ran up the inside of the back wall were still there, but led 
nowhere, and he told us stories of climbing between their rims. My office was installed in 
the back of the building, overlooking Lang Park Stadium and those little cottages. I was 

often disturbed by voices much too close to be coming from the ground. That six-story wall 
at the back was regularly scaled by the Roma Street fire fighters to test their skills and their 
mettle.

Wandering around the storage areas in the dark was occasionally spooky, particularly 
as objects were regularly moved. You never knew where you might see something in a new 
position that could appear to have travelled there on its own. Oversize wooden horses, heads 
flung much higher than mine, might be punctuated by a painted punk rocker cut-out in the 
sculpture store. In the paintings racks, an impastoed nude by Davida Allen would give Lutz 
Presser’s garishly pink biblical penis a stern dressing down. 

There were other residents on the lower levels of the building, including Michael 
Milburn’s commercial gallery. Quietly spoken, and more committed to his artists’ 
conceptual aesthetic than to his business methods, Michael was never very robust and often 



seemed nervous. I thought it was unpaid rent that caused him to shake when Jim appeared; it 
was only after his death that we understood that he had suffered epilepsy all his life. 

The other tenant who was really the glue of the Jackson’s community was Derek 
Jones. He was half of the design agency Hall and Jones whose office was located below 
street level where the building stepped down the hill. They did any graphic design required 
for MOCA and were highly sought after around town. Derek knew everybody, was always 
cheerful, and his green thumb sustained the flourishing herb garden in patches of ground 
around the car park.  

By 1996 Jim’s legal issues with the tax office, which revolved around their pursuit of the art 
collection as a source of funds, were finally over. It was ten years in court that impacted 
him, his adult children and ultimately consumed the art collection anyway. It was time for us 
to move on. To do so Jim took on the next iteration of the Jackson’s building legacy, this 
time into residential apartments. This development too was a planning negotiation that 
retained the commercial units that had been integral since 1990. In another first for 
Brisbane, he sought permission (with Jon Voller’s assistance) to develop nine apartments as 
empty shells to lock up stage. Purchasers could create their own aesthetic. Many of the 
industrial relics were retained in these simply divided areas, each with their own access. 
These were spectacular spaces. The nine metre ceilinged area that had been Jim’s office was 
the pick of the residential bunch.

Part of our new iteration was Biggsy, a Rottweiler cross I met when writing for 
Australian Country Style. Once again, it was love at first sight – for us both. Within months 
she was mine. The apartment rebuild was in progress and it was not the ideal time to import 
a dog into the building. Her spatial sense was excellent and many times I would think she 
was secured in one area and she would negotiate stairs, corridors and many narrow, 
impassable spaces to end up beside my bed. Another time we were not at home when a 
builder attempted to cross the roof. When he was re-entering the building through the 
window she appeared behind him and gently secured his leg in her mouth. It was before the 
mobile phones age and luckily we arrived before too long. She could easily have hurt him 
but didn’t; however, he didn’t move until we instructed her to let him go. 

What had been created as the MOCA gallery space became the new home of the Best 
Picture Show company. After five really wonderful years in the heart of things, with Jim’s 
motto of right in or right out, we found a large acreage block in the bush in Redland City for 
our next phase. 

Whenever I drive past the building that we restored the name “Jackson’s” to on our 
departure, I remember how it felt to be in the turret on the roof, in the city but not of it, with 
the restaurants, nightclubs, traffic, and electric energy below. I hope that her current 
occupants understand the special bond this building has with the city. She has proven herself 
extraordinarily adaptable to Brisbane’s needs: a giant who will outlast all of the individuals 
to whom she has served and given shelter. 
  
Louise Martin-Chew
(Indebted to Gran Martin’s history.)

[Images: supplied by author]



The Right Time
Matthew Wengert

You may not know that 
Australia’s largest local 
government operates one 
of Brisbane’s smallest 
elevators in what for a 
few decades was our 
city’s highest building, 
the City Hall––which 
many residents still call 
‘Town Hall’. To get to 
this tiny elevator, you 
have to take a more 
average elevator up to the 
Museum of Brisbane and 
wait for one of the free 
tours that depart every 
fifteen minutes between 
10am-5pm each day. The 
guided tours run like 
clockwork––they have to, 
because this venerable ‘lift’ carries visitors up to the City Hall tower’s observation deck, 
above the clock but below the bells, and the Council doesn’t want patrons going deaf up 
there when the clock’s bells mark time.

When the City Hall was completed in 1930 the clock tower 
was the tallest structure in Brisbane, and the clock itself was 
the largest public clock in the nation. The clock faces on each 
side of the tower are almost five metres in diameter, the 
minute hands are three metres long, and over a thousand 
screws hold the white ‘opal’ clock faces in place. The clock 
mechanism was made by the Brisbane firm Synchronome. 
This company licensed English technology to manufacture 
electric time-pieces, and made clocks for many large public 
buildings in Australia, including the home town examples 
still used in Brisbane’s Central railway station on Ann Street 
and the GPO on Queen Street.
I approached the Council for information about the town hall 
clock, and was told the clock still has the original motor that 
was installed in 1930. Batteries have been installed to 
provide a power backup in case of electricity supply 
problems. The Brisbane City Hall facility manager ensures 
the clock is maintained with a regular six-eight week 
servicing. Beyond the great value provided by this original 
clock motor, the tower tour is excellent value today, when 
compared to the early decades––the price has actually 
dropped. Following the opening of City Hall it was suggested 
that arrangements be made ‘for visitors desirous of 
proceeding up the tower during certain hours of the day, and 



that a charge of 6 pence per adult passenger 
and three pence for children be made to 
reimburse the Council for the incidental 
expense for maintaining the attendant to work 
the lift and for electric power’.

There are five bells associated with the Town 
Hall clock. The four smaller ones––each 
weigh over three tonnes––together produce 
the melodic chime every fifteen minutes. 
Their melody is based on the Westminster 
Quarters, or Cambridge Chimes. The full-
hours are marked by the striking of the big 
bell, which weighs in over 4 tonnes. These 
huge noise-producing instruments hang just 
above the observation deck. Despite the 
closely regulated scheduling of the clock 
tower tours, designed to avoid the potential 
sonic harm that ears could suffer from 
proximity to the bells, the visitor doesn’t get 
an unfettered view of the bells nor of the city 
below. Thanks to the contemporary 
phenomenon of life-proofing common 
activities (thanks a lot, actuaries/lawyers/risk-
assessors), there is an extravagant layer of 
retro-fitted safety engineered into the 
observation deck. This takes the form of glass 
walls between the humans and the spaces 
inside and outside the tower, so you don’t get 
an unmediated experience in terms of feeling 
or hearing or seeing anything directly. But 
you do get to travel up in the charming old 
elevator, and it’s still a great (free) view from 
the deck 76 metres above street level, so we 
shouldn’t complain.

[Images: Brisbane City Council Christmas card 1929; 
‘Brisbane Courier’ article, 18 July 1928; BCC ticket, 
circa 1930s; Sidues postcard, circa 1940s; cover design 
City Hall in Brisbane Open House colours 2016]



Vast the Heritage We Hold…
Nicky Boynton-Bricknell

Typical Brisbane February afternoon. Hot enough to start a fire, and humid enough to douse 
it. Aunty Bee and I walked in to the College grounds from Harts Road. My first time on 
campus. I was only there for the fiftieth anniversary of the dedication of the chapel because 
Aunty was an Old Scholar of St Peters and had played the organ for the boarders’ devotions 
and Sunday church when she was in Year 12. She pointed out the buildings that had been 
there in her day, a year after the chapel had been built, before the library went up.
     We came out of the shade of a side road between two classroom blocks onto the only 
naturally level part of the grounds, in front of the library so grand with its pillars and façade, 
I felt the urge to rush inside and start choosing books. ‘Now stand here and look down the 
plaza,’ said Aunty. ‘You’re studying architecture; what do you see?’
     I looked. There it was. The chapel. Four great white pillars supporting a curved frontage, 
and the tallest cross tower I’d ever seen. ‘Eighty feet,’ she said, in reply to my reaction. ‘I 
don’t know what that is in metric, but it’s so high you can see that cross from everywhere 
round here, lit up at night.’ 
     I’d not been in this chapel before. I came because I didn’t know much about the school 
my aunt was forever talking about, but my knowledge of architecture was pretty sound, and 
we’d done a unit on town planning in my course. Even from the outside there was 
something impressive about this chapel and its milieu. It wasn’t typical of its era, for 
starters. As we walked towards it, Aunty told me there’d been a contretemps between the 
powers-that-be and the architect and the College chaplain. The Bigwigs wanted A-frame – 
very sixties, and the architect, backed by the chaplain, said no, and won – by one vote. 
Modernist it was to be.
     You could see why they didn’t want A-frame with its dark apex that was supposed to 
represent man’s reaching up to God. As far as I could see, from my studies of that era, there 
was something wrong with a concept that put God up there in the gloom. Hardly the light of 
the world. 
     ‘So tell me now what you see.’ I looked around. The central campus looked like an 
ancient Greek town centre. Learning at one end, the library, and religion, the chapel, at the 
other. And every modern building sported its own pillars. A mini agora in far-away 
Brisbane. Aunty said the Library had been built as an homage to the architect, Dr Karl 
Langer.
     We stood in the chapel forecourt waiting to go inside as people milled around greeting 
each other on the wide portico. Up close the building itself looked pretty simple in design 
and use of materials – concrete and brick with marble-covered pillars and facade, and 
aluminium-framed doors, instead of wood, as you’d expect for a church. There was a tiny 
annexe, a prayer chapel, tacked onto the southern side. I couldn’t quite see the reason for the 
heritage listing, except that it was different from the usual run of modern churches. Then we 
went inside. It was breathtaking. And filled with a sense of quiet that you could almost reach 
out and touch. The far eastern wall, white and unbroken, rose in a great curve to the ceiling, 
like the sky, like heaven, believe in it or not. 
     I paused at the top of the central aisle. Looking. Breathing. I was aware of the quiet 
murmur of voices, but also of the silence, of something spiritual. Aunty waved at several 
people, beckoned me forward and we sat down in a pew with one of her old friends. They 
started talking as if they’d not seen each other in fifty years. 
     The architect’s history was printed on the souvenir program, a fascinating story going 
back to the escape, with his Jewish wife Gertrude, from Austria via Greece (to indulge his 
love of Greek architecture), to Sydney and finally Brisbane where, when war was declared 
in 1939, Manpower Regulations took him out of the small firm of architects he was working 



for and placed him in a job with Queensland Railways. Eventually in 1944, he was offered a 
position as Brisbane City Council’s assistant town planner, though this was blocked until the 
end of the war. Obviously Karl Langer was a man of great intellect and creative brilliance, 
and both he and Gertrude had lectured at the University of Queensland, where I was a 
student now in 2018.
     I imagined the reaction of staid old-fashioned 1938 Brisbane when this pair of bohemian 
academics arrived straight out of the avant-garde Viennese modernist culture of Europe. And 
how humiliating to be forced really, into Queensland Railways and God knew what for the 
duration of the war. Lucky they weren’t interned. Langer had started a small practice round 
about the end of the war, but when St Peters opened, in 1945, he’d been employed to come 
up with a plan for the layout of buildings, and by the end of 1946, was asked to submit a 
Master Plan for the future development of the 56 acres they now owned. The chapel was his 
last assignment. It took just over a year from the calling for tenders in 1967 to its completion 
in 1968. The College chaplain, Pastor Mayer, led the service; the President General of the 
Lutheran Church, Dr M Lohe, was guest speaker and Dr Langer and the builder, WW 
Groom, were both involved in the ceremony. 
The chapel was Karl Langer’s last commission for the College.  

Said chapel was rapidly filling up. A couple of old hippies (and I mean old, in their nineties 
at least) and hippies judging by her getup and his long hair and beard, squeezed into the pew 
next to us. They both beamed at me. I beamed back. They looked a bit foreign.
     ‘Were you related to the architect, to Dr Langer?’ I asked the old chappie, making an 
assumption about the relationship between artistic dressing and creative talent.
     ‘No,’ he said. ‘Acolytes, you might say.’ 
     His wife leaned across to me. ‘This was his favourite of all designs. His funeral service 
was held here. He passed away only a year after the chapel was consecrated. Only 65.’
     ‘Oh, how sad,’ I said. ‘And how young.’

     ‘He designed the layout of the entire college, you know,’ the husband said.

     No, I hadn’t know that, until I’d read the history, but Langer’s style and influence was 
pretty obvious in this part of the campus. Aunty Bee leaned in to listen. ‘Did you know that, 
Aunty?’ She shook her head. 

     ‘Karl drew up a Master Plan back in 1946, wasn’t it?’ Hippy-chap turned to his wife.

     ‘Something like that,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Long time ago now. Before we knew him.’

Rustling and sighs. I looked around. The chapel was packed. The organ sounded a long 
mellifluous note that had the hairs standing up on my arms. Everyone stood as a student 
carrying a cross started down the aisle, followed by a bunch of VIPs and pastors in their 
robes. We sang a hymn. The Pastor-in-charge prayed. We sat. Only the blathering of a 
couple of crows outside broke the silence.
     The Pastor was eloquence itself. As he explained the significance of the features of the 
chapel, a ray of sunlight lit the huge wooden cross suspended behind the altar. ‘Everything 
in this chapel,’ the Pastor said, ‘was designed to have religious significance. As one enters, 
the fan shape concentrates the gaze to the altar. Lighting appears from hidden sources, 
illuminating the white of the wall and the curved ceiling, intimating that God has no 
beginning and no end, with the focus on the empty cross.’ Everyone obediently looked up at 
the cross, floating as it were, above the altar, now aglow in the afternoon sun streaming in 
through the hidden side-windows.



     As he spoke, I looked with an aspiring architect’s eye at the altar. It was deeply symbolic 
– three pieces of sandstone with the Greek Alpha and Omega symbols – the beginning and 
the end, carved into the face. Lovely. The altar furniture – the font, everything, had three 
legs, like fins, ‘…signifying the Holy Trinity, as does the bell tower outside,’ the Pastor said. 
‘And the Held meditation chapel has three windows. The original altar and pulpit were 
wooden and the font was made of sandstone 
– Christian symbolism throughout,’ he 
continued. ‘No disrespect to Dr Langer, but 
our contemporary pieces are portable, to 
make room for choirs in particular.’ And 
using that as a clever segue, he announced 
the College Chorale singing the anthem.
     I turned around and looked up to the loft 
where the notes of the pipe organ rang out. 
The voices of the girls and boys of the 
Chorale filled this sacred space, and suddenly 
I understood the architect’s plan. There was 
something of the genius about it. The gently 
sloping floor meant that no one’s view of the 
altar was obstructed. Light filled the interior 
without the benefit of ceiling lamps and the 
acoustics, as the space was filled with music 
and song, were superb.  
     A second pastor came to the lectern. 
Older, thinner than the first. ‘That’s Pastor 
Mayer,’ Aunty Bee whispered excitedly, ‘he’s 
the one who fought for the design to be 
accepted.’
     Pastor Mayer spoke quietly about the 
vision for the chapel he had shared with the architect; about the great white ceiling curving 
down to the floor, bringing God to the people. The purity of the white wall, with no 
adornment, representing the purity of the Holy Spirit; of the honour of officiating at the 
dedication of the chapel; of the enormity of the College’s achievement in having built a 
sacred space that, on the day of the opening, had held 1200 people; the honour of having 
officiated at Dr Langer’s funeral in 1969.

I sat in the pew by myself after the last hymn had been sung and the organist had rendered 
the last notes of the piece that had been played when the pipe organ had been dedicated in 
1983. There were a few people still there. Thinking, praying? I didn’t know.  It was still very 
hot, but inside the chapel, it didn’t seem to matter. I felt a peace, profound, like a stunning 
dawn.  Aunty Bee had followed her friend out through the side aisle, but she came back for 
me.
     ‘What are you thinking, Ali?’ she asked.
     I looked up at her. ‘I’m thinking about the future. And some serious research, Aunty Bee.     
I want to be like Dr Langer. I want to inspire with my designs.’
     ‘Come and meet Pastor Mayer,’ she said, and I followed her out into the afternoon.

The St Peters chapel was Heritage Listed in 2012. The chapel was built in 1967 and dedicated in February 
1968. The title ‘Vast the heritage we hold’ is the first line of the St Peter’s original School Song; Music by J. P. 
Lohe 1914; Words by W.H. A. Lohe 1959. The Langer collection can be accessed from the UQ Fryer Library.
[Image: Portrait of Karl Langer, 1950, by Queensland Newspapers, SLQ Neg 196738 (out of copyright)]  



Tower Mill Motel
Carmel Black

The Tower Mill Motel is an iconic building that blends modern international architectural 
trends with elements of the traditional local vernacular.  The building was constructed to 
respond  to  the  local  climate  while  utilizing  engineering  advances  to  produce  a  unique 
Brisbane building. The Tower Mill Motel was also the site of a momentous protest by local 
civil  libertarians  in  1971  against  both  the  apartheid  regime  of  South  Africa  and  the 
conservative  policies  and  draconian  methods  of  the  Bjelke  Petersen  government  in 
Queensland.

The  Tower  Mill  Motel  was  designed  by 
architect Stephen Trotter and formed part 
of  his  application  for  a  Royal  Australian 
Institute  of  Architects  (RAIA)  Sisalkraft 
Scholarship  in  1962.  Trotter’s  whirlwind 
three-month tour of the world resulted in a 
study  entitled  “Cities  in  the  Sun”  which 
identified the  elements  of  design relating 
to hot, dry; hot wet, warm wet and warm 
dry  climates  in  the  subcontinent,  Persia, 
Oceania,  South  America,  North  America 
and Europe.

Stephen  Trotter  was  born  in  Brisbane  in 
1930 and trained in the offices of Mervyn 
Rylance and Fulton and Collin. He gained 
a Diploma of  Architecture (Qld)  in 1954 
and became a registered architect in 1955. 
He  started  in  practice  as  an  associate  of 
Fulton  and  Collin  in  1958.  In  1962  he 
became a  partner  of  the  firm which  was 
renamed to Fulton Trotter in 1980t. Trotter 
was committed to designing buildings that 
responded  to  the  sub-tropical  climate  of 
Brisbane.  Influenced  by  the  new 
international  styles  being  constructed 
overseas,  and  the  possibilities  of  postwar  engineering  methods,  Trotter  successfully 
integrated them into designs for new Brisbane buildings. As well as the Tower Mill Motel, 
Trotter designed international style buildings for The University of Queensland such as the 
Schonell  Theatre,  the  Student  Union  Building  and  the  residential  college,  International 
House. 

Stephen Trotter remained as a partner of Fulton, Collin, Boys, Gilmour and Trotter until 
retiring in  1999. During this period he taught architecture at the Queensland Institute of 
Technology (QIT now Queensland University of Technology), instilling an understanding of 
the importance of the environment and energy efficiency in building design to a generation 
of architecture students. Stephen Trotter passed away in July 2015.



The Tower Mill Motel is an uncommon cylindrical building that sits well within its context 
on an elevated site in Spring Hill overlooking the city. While Spring Hill is Brisbane’s oldest 
suburb containing many of Brisbane’s oldest structures, by the time the Tower Mill was 
designed,  the suburb had run the full  gamut of fashionable nineteenth century near city 
address, to cheap, inner city slum and was just beginning a resurgence as a trendy, bohemian 
suburb attracting artists and professionals. The Tower Mill Motel stands opposite the old 
windmill tower dating from 1828 and reflects and complements this modest cylindrical relic 
of Brisbane’s convict beginnings.

The increased frequency and affordability of international travel also had an impact on the 
design of the Tower Mill as Australia became a new exotic but familiar destination, 
particularly for British and American tourists. The traditional corner hotels of Brisbane 
lacked the facilities and accommodation standards required by the growing modern tourist 
market and in the 1960s a number of new hotels were built. The Tower Mill Motel is one of 
the first and an outstanding example of the new modern international style.  

The site of the motel was previously occupied by a doctor’s surgery, in-keeping with the 
development of Wickham Street over time as the location of private hospitals and specialist 
clinics. The site was purchased by Chacewater Pty Ltd which applied in November 1964 to 
build  a  seventy  unit  motel  designed  by  Stephen  Trotter,  which  was  estimated  to  cost 
£285,000. The Tower Mill Motel features a striking circular form, distinctive concrete sun-
shading and a restaurant on the top floor. Despite widespread misconceptions, the restaurant 
did not revolve. It was the restaurant in the nearby SGIO building which had a revolving 
dance floor. The circular form and roof detailing of the Tower Mill mirror the circular form 
and detailing of the diminutive historic windmill tower across the road. Embracing the new 
design technologies of the international style, the motel features expressed concrete floor 
plates  and  columns,  and  concrete  awnings  shading  the  full  height  glazed  walls.  It  is 
completely different from the other international style hotels being built in the city at this 
time which, although featuring curtain walls and full height glazing, generally adhered to a 
rectangular footprint and identical room layouts.

The Tower Mill Motel was completed in 1964 and went on to become a destination for 
overseas visitors.  In 1971 the motel  hosted the Springbok rugby union team during the 
Brisbane leg of their Australian tour. The Springboks were an all-white rugby union team 
from South Africa which symbolized the apartheid regime of the country which excluded 
black South Africans from all citizenship rights. The United Nations’ General Assembly had 
urged  a  sporting  boycott  against  South  Africa  in  1968.  However  this  was  ignored  by 
Australian  authorities.  In  response  trade  unions  carried  out  bans  against  the  tour  which 
forced the team to travel around Australia in chartered aircraft and saw them banned from 
many wineries, clubs and hotels. More general bans were also placed on South African mail 
deliveries, maintenance of South African Airways planes and unloading South African ships.

On the Brisbane leg of the tour, the Tower Mill Motel became the site of civil libertarians’ 
protests against apartheid. On the night of 22 July 1971, 400 protestors, mainly university 
students,  academics  and  Aboriginal  Australians,  gathered  outside  the  motel,  but  were 
confronted by 500 police who had been given State of Emergency powers by the Bjelke-
Petersen  government.  These  powers  suspended  all  civil  liberties  for  a  month  and  the 
protestors were violently attacked. They were forced from the footpath outside the hotel and 
down the steep slope into Wickham Park. The protestors became trapped at the embankment 
to Albert Street and many either jumped or were pushed onto the road to escape the assault. 



Other protestors, including future premier Peter Beattie, sought refuge in the nearby Trades 
Hall building, where police followed and further assaults ensued.

The brutal treatment of the protestors triggered further protests. The next night protestors, 
which again included future Queensland premiers and leading political figures such as Peter 
Beattie, Wayne Goss, Matt Foley, George Georges and Bill Hayden, outnumbered the police 
and the response was more measured. However, the following day, at the game, over 2,000 
protestors faced 900 police, but of the expected 30,000 anticipated to watch the game, only 
6,000 fans attended. Protests continued in the city and the violence again escalated. Another 
protest, this time with over 1,000 protestors was held outside the Tower Mill. The police 
were ordered to again charge the protestors and drive them down into Wickham Park with 
further injuries and assaults.

These  protests  at  the  Tower  Mill  Motel  became  a  “defining  moment  and  watershed 
experience”  for  many  Queenslanders  who  were  angry  about  the  politicization  of  the 
Queensland police service and appalled at the use of Special Branch as Premier Joh Bjelke-
Petersen’s  “secret  army”.  This  led  to  a  deep  commitment  and  determination  to  see  the 
blatant inequalities in society revoked.

The outstanding innovative design of the Tower Mill Motel, not only is a unique example of 
a 1960s cylindrical building that is sensitively designed to respond to the site and climate, 
but an icon of a revolutionary era which saw established regimes questioned and the dawn 
of a new era in Queensland politics.

Sources:

 Stephen E. Trotter “Cities in the Sun”.
 Fulton Trotter Architects; history http://fultontrotter.com.au/history Accessed July 2018.
 Queensland architect Stephen Trotter dies, aged 84. ArchitectureAu https://architectureau.com/articles/
queensland-architect-stephen-trotter-dies-aged-84/ Accessed 25 May 2018.
  https://www.solidarity.net.au/aboriginal/1971-springbok-tour-when-campaigners-scored-a-victory-against-
racism/ 
 https://nebuchadnezzarwoollyd.blogspot.com/2010/10/courier-mail-and-1971-brisbane.html; Raymond Evans 
‘Springbok Tour Confrontation’ in R. Evan & C. Ferrier (eds) Radical Brisbane: An Unruly History; Vulgar 
Press, 2004.
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Milling at the Tower
(or Black fella business, white fella madness)
Anne Richards

[Extract from ‘A Book of Doors’ - forthcoming 2020]

We milled at the Tower as the number of protesters grew, people shifting across the crowd, 
listening for grabs of the latest information. It was a windy night, cold by Brisbane’s gauge. 
A quiet mood of unease pervaded – there were so many police dressed like storm troopers 
lined up on the opposite roadside. 

The police looked pumped, officers grouped in discussions, Special Branch guys walking 
through the crowd trying to blend in. By now we knew their faces, with nicknames attached, 
enough to fill a lineup of dart board games. Funny how we brushed by each other as evening 
moved into night, each party alert for any hint of trouble.

The crowd was growing restless with the sun’s setting. We were heavily outnumbered. I 
suggested to my friends from Prospect Terrace that we move down one end closer to the 
Mill, away from the direct gaze and reach of the forces of law. We stood on the low wall 
looking across to the middle circle where Pastor Brady, Denis Walker, the Watson family 
and other elders conferred with Senator Georges, Dan and Errol O’Neill and student leaders. 

The police moved across telling everyone to move back from the street. We did. 

Several of the Rugby Bok team came out on the balcony, yelling and making angry gestures. 
Baited like angry swordfish, the footballers leaned over the balconies yelling, ‘Voortsek!’ 
‘Voortsek!’ [‘Get lost!’ or ‘Fuck off!]

We chanted back, ‘Go home Racists! Springboks Go Home!’ 
Sometimes we added, ‘Paint them black and send ‘em back’, voices of the 1000 strong 
crowd filling the night air. 

Another busload of cops arrived. As they disembarked, the verbal gesturing intensified with 
country cops yelling back, ‘Paint ‘em red and shoot them dead’.  This slogan match only 
emphasized the deep-rooted division across that Wickham Terrace road. The air grew thick 
with the clashing words and increasing tension.

A police inspector approached organisers telling them to quieten the crowd. Apparently the 
nearby hospital was complaining about the noise. Errol O’Neill grabbed a loud hailer 
passing on the direction. We complied, the chanting stopped. 

Despite the growing numbers, no one stood on the road, a move that meant instant arrest. 
Our eyes were focused on the Riot Squad in the front lines, rigged out for war – helmets, 
heavy boots and batons. 

Then Pastor Don Brady led the crowd in prayer, everyone respectful, except the Boks on the 
balcony. They hurled more abuse and then retired inside, but I believe it sent a powerful 
message. 

It was a unique coming together that night, leadership from Aboriginal elders and black 
activists joining with white protesters in all their varied manifestations. It was not an unruly 



mob. The mood was solemn and serious, not riotous. It was a vigil not a march, we’d 
stopped chanting and were singing – quite gently I thought. But everyone knew there are 
always consequences for challenging the authority of the state, particularly in Queensland.

A message spread that the police claimed a rock was thrown from the crowd, breaking a 
window on an upper floor unit of the Tower Mill. 
‘What the fuck?’ from the activists.
‘No one’s done anything.’ I turned towards my friends in disbelief. Canadian Sue, Lee and I 
drew closer together, a quick encouraging hug.
Looking up at the tall motel, voices gave opinions, judging angles and arcs.
‘That’s Impossible!’ we concurred. 
It seemed more likely that the police kicked the window in with their own thick boots.
‘This is a setup,’ we agreed. ‘This is not good.’ 
And we were right.

This was the cue for cops to have their way. The helmeted lines opposite advanced, 
shoulders aligned. Then they started running as the line disconnected into thickset shapes. 
The cops speared into the protesters, punching and shoving the crowd over the low, curved 
stone-wall, then down into the steep slopes of an unlit Wickham Park. 

[Images: ‘Canberra Times’
14-7-1971 & 23-7-1971]

 



[Photo: Taken from a balcony of the Tower Mill Motel]



Growing with the Queensland Art Gallery
Miriam Prystupa

(with Louise Martin-Chew)

In December 2017 the Queensland Art Gallery reopened its Australian Galleries after a 
significant refurbishment and a rehang of the collection. I was standing with writer Louise 
Martin-Chew in these galleries, looking through their still-elegant spaces, now bookended 
with Aboriginal art – Emily Kngwarreye at one end and Dale Harding the other – and Arthur 
Boyd, Ian Fairweather, Fiona Foley, Sidney Nolan and many more between. She looked at 
me: “So what do you think?” There was a movement at the high window that architect 
Robin Gibson had designed to give people walking the whale mall between the gallery and 
the museum a view into this space. This was his version of democracy, giving visitors both 
inside and out an easy point of access. It had been closed for at least ten years, yet today 
light streamed through it. At that moment a small boy squatted, knees pressed against the 
glass as he peered in. I laughed: “Better!” 

My history with this building goes back to well before it was built. My father, Peter 
Prystupa, was consultant architect on the project, involved in everything from the site to 
interviewing gallery staff and writing specifications for each space, every staffing area. I 
still have stacks of documents and correspondence that relate the history of this time. Peter 
was involved with the Queensland Art Gallery from about 1971, which meant that from the 
age of eleven, I was too. Eleven years later, in 1982, I was on staff when the gallery opened 
to the public. Before the doors opened for the first time, I stood with my colleagues, looking 
at the hoards of people waiting outside, well before opening time, ready to come in. I turned 
to the woman beside me: “What are we going to do?” Everything was new and we were yet 
to write the manual. 

The small staff had so much pride in what we were doing and we were a really tight 
team. I started as an Information Officer stationed in the foyer, the first point of contact. I 
would see visitors enter, unsure as to what to make of this new building, its brutalist aspect 
and the unfamiliar territory of an art gallery, and leave surprised at their own delight. This 
was long before the term “cultural tourism” had found its way onto the tongues of local 
politicians. The gallery had been debated and planned since the 1890s, believed to be 
integral to a “real” city.    

Yet Brisbane wasn’t really sure how to be a grown up. In the earliest days I 
remember the strangest juxtaposition of art hanging in the foyer. Brett Whiteley’s 
surreal Portrait of Arthur Rimbaud (1970–71) – not the most accessible of paintings, given 
its stretched and disjointed bodies and the inclusion of a mummified cat’s head – was hung 
directly below a portrait by William Dargie of then-premier Sir Joh Bjelke-Peterson, leader 
of a state famous for its insularity, corruption and the longevity of his hold on power! The 
pairing always amused me – perhaps the curator too. The Whiteley was as challenging for 
some as I suspect the portrait of Sir Joh was for others.  

What strikes me now is the degree to which Brisbane has transformed since then. 
The nature of the arts has changed so much, as has the city. In 1982, everything about this 
building with its modernist aesthetic on the banks of the industrial river looked and felt 
revolutionary. The national standard gallery aesthetic was temple-like columns carved in 
sandstone. The Queensland Art Gallery was a visionary building in Australia, let alone in 
Brisbane. This was when outdoor dining was still banned, before World Expo 88, the date 
usually cited as the city’s “coming of age”: police regularly raided music venues, protests 



were held – though illegal – to try and protect civil liberties, our built heritage was 
demolished in the early hours of the morning … all the malfeasance that was later 
chronicled in the Fitzgerald Report (1989). Yet from the hands of the Bjelke-Petersen 
government this building was commissioned and delivered to the city.  
 Brisbane has always been the source of surprising contrasts. In the commercial 
gallery sector, the Johnstone Gallery was promoting the contemporary art of the time and 
selling it all over Australia. Between 1950 and 1972 they developed a thriving business, 
possibly Australia’s most successful, in this city perceived as a cultural backwater. Ray 
Hughes opened his gallery in 1969 and created a different and raffish aesthetic that carried 
his artists and clients to a different level altogether. Philip Bacon opened his doors in 1974 
and remains one of Australia’s most successful commercial operators.  

The Queensland Art Gallery was designed around the river, which Brisbane had, 
until then, neglected except as a raw material. Peter writes about the power of galleries to 
contemplate works of art but also visitors. “The sensitive siting of the Queensland Cultural 
Centre including the art gallery building, on its banks, makes use of the river’s enhancing 
and complementary quality.” The water mall inside the gallery (also revolutionary) and its 

system of internal and external 
pools and fountains – 
populated by the well-loved 
(especially by me) sculpted 
bronze pelicans by Len and 
Kathleen Shillam – runs 
parallel to the Brisbane River. 
Visitors to the building are 
offered views to the river from 
public spaces, which was part 
of Gibson’s vision for 
democratic culture. Peter 
writes, “Gibson loves 
Brisbane, its people, and the 
river which played such an 
important part in the growth of 
the city … As the first major 
building on the south side of 

the Brisbane River, the Gallery established a standard of scale and quality for future 
architectural development.” This statement remains true. 

I am still enchanted by the Queensland Art Gallery’s sense of space, spaces that are 
open yet cocooned at the same time. The building engages people in the art through the 
subtlety of galleries which segue from voluminous to intimate. It has enough nooks and 
crannies to intrigue but is flexible enough to house the monumental. From time to time I 
would be called on to give tours of the building. I knew it like the back of my hand – the 
fine details, the square metres of travertine used and the heights of its structural elements, as 
well as the art collection.  

It is a joy to see the Australian Galleries restored and to know that the refurbishment 
will continue with director Chris Saines’ commitment to re-establishing Gibson’s vision. 
The high windows are a detail symptomatic of the attitude with which this building was 
conceived. Peter believed, like Mario G. Salvadori, that you can’t be a good architect unless 



you love people. In QAG Retrospect and Prospect he writes, “One has the feeling that the 
entire Gallery with its pulsating Water Mall and its plants, is alive.”  

The best time for me though was after closing time, when nobody else was around. 
For a few moments I could breathe it all in. Peter described a well-designed space as “the 
most primary and most important element in the hands of a creative architect”. The hands 
that formed the spaces of the Queensland Art Gallery have given their creative legacy to the 
city.  

Miriam Prystupa (with Louise Martin-Chew) 

Peter Prystupa was born in 1920 in West Ukraine. He was one of many emigres resettled in 
Australia under the Displaced Persons Resettlement Scheme. He and wife Maria arrived in 
Australia in 1949 with two small suitcases, one trunk and Maria’s baby grand piano. He 
was involved in the design of major government buildings in Queensland and was appointed 
consultant architect liaising between the State Public Works Department and Robin Gibson 
& Partners on the Queensland Art Gallery building. He was awarded a Trustees Medal for 
Services to the Queensland Art Gallery in 1982 and was Honorary Curator of Architecture 
and Design in the same year. He died from Motor Neurone Disease in 1989. 
  
Miriam Prystupa worked at the Queensland Art Gallery in Promotions and Public 
Programmes between 1982 and 1999. She is the editor of LIFETIDE: Maria Prystupa which 
chronicles the life and art of her mother Maria (1922-2016). 

Photo: Peter and 
Miriam Prystupa at the 
Queensland chapter of 
the Royal Australian 
Institute of Architects 
Awards, at the 
Queensland Art 
Gallery,1984. 
Photograph Roy 
Fulton for the 
Queensland Art 
Gallery. 

NOTES:
 Peter Prystupa, “Interior Architecture of the Queensland Art Gallery”, Queensland Art Gallery: Retrospect 
and Prospect, The Fine Arts Press, Sydney, 1983: pp.484, 487



Queensland State Archives: Repositories of Queensland’s History
Niles Elvery

Queensland State Archives (QSA) connects Queenslanders with their past - the histories of their 
families, the local community and the state - by ensuring that the significant records of government 
are available and accessible. 

Our facility located at 435 Compton Road Runcorn, in the southern suburbs of Brisbane, enables us 
to preserve and provide access to the precious archival collection which comprises millions of 
public records dating back to the early Moreton Bay penal settlement of 1823. The collection is 
generated by all levels of government since the creation of Queensland in 1859. These primary 
source materials document our social, political and cultural history – they form the basis of our 
identity as Queenslanders and are therefore priceless! Our earliest records date back to 1824 when 
we were a penal colony and still part of New South Wales. 
QSA is the custodian of letters, documents, registers, photographs, maps, plans and films.  
Coming up the driveway you are met with a large, sleek building, set amongst the trees. The 
building has been designed to mask its actual size being set low into the hill on the site of an old 
quarry. Its low profile belies its actual height of three levels plus under croft housing equipment and 
plant. 

The original building was constructed in 1992 and opened in 1993 by Premier Wayne Goss it was 
nominated for an architectural award and as a finalist received a commendation. It is seamlessly 
interconnected to the second building which was opened in 2008, through the use of complimentary 
design features and fabric. It too was nominated for an award for the innovative use of building 
techniques including the use of single span roof sheeting. Totalling 23,322 square metres in floor 
space, the facility has the ability to store 100 linear kilometres of archival records plus maps and 
plans.  



The architect for this building was Bretton Watson, from Project Services in the Department of 
Public Works and principles of sustainability in its design including:  
  Recycling of condensation from cooling tower operations 
  Use of recycled materials (eg. aggregates used in the block walls and fabrics) 
  Sustainable timbers used on walls and ceilings – the handrails and doors are made of 
Tasmanian oak 
  Garden plants chosen for low water requirements and drought tolerance 

The buildings are designed with a dual level main 
corridor connecting all parts of the building; public 
and staff facilities at the front of the building facing 
the driveway; functional communication and service 
core including air- conditioning, water and electricity 
etc, down the centre; and the collection responsories at 
the rear of the buildings. 
As there is a need to move quantities of records 
around the building, the wide corridors facilitate easy 
movement of trollies, pallets and mobile tables 
through the building. To further assist in this area is 
another design feature of the building which is the 
double doors into the repositories which lock back and 
are released at the push of a button negating the need 
to hold doors open while manoeuvring trollies etc. 
through the door. 
There is minimal natural light through the building, a 
feature of most archival facilities although more 
natural light has been used in the second building. 
There are 17 repositories storing approximately 66.5 
linear kilometres of records created by Queensland 
Government agencies. The repositories range in size 

with the three very large repositories accounting for most of the floor space of the second building. 
Most of the repositories contain a series of mobile shelving units which maximise the effective use 
of floor space and allow for a variety of formats of archival material to be housed. Bound volumes, 
large and small, items wrapped in archival paper, others held in archival boxes and card draws, are 
arranged on the shelves according to size. 
Two of the repositories are designed for long term storage of maps and plans. Holding in excess of 
122,000 maps and plans these repositories are fitted out with map draws and flat shelving to store 
flat items and pigeon holes to store longer rolled items. 
Visitors to the facility often think of archives as dusty, dark, untidy basements full of a disorganised 
assortment of documents but our repositories are far from that. In fact, we have very clean, purpose-
built repositories with sensor- controlled lighting where the documents are, very well organised. 
All the repositories are 24/7 climate-controlled. Most are kept at 20 degrees Celsius (give or take 2 
degrees either side) with 50% relative humidity (give or take 5% either side). A stable cool 
environment is the best environment for long term storage of paper-based records. Speciality 
repositories for photographic material and film are kept at 10 degrees to slow the effects of vinegar 
syndrome which slowly destroys these formats. 
The air quality in the repositories is maintained to the highest standards with fresh air being washed 
through a mist of water spray as it is taken into the air- conditioning plant. One of the 



environmental innovations incorporated into the complex is the use of a three million litre water 
tank storing super chilled water to be pumped through a closed loop air-conditioning system by day 
and chilled using off-peak electricity at night. Thus making substantial savings on the electricity bill 
for operating the air-conditioning plant. 
QSA has back up air-conditioning and generators, in case we lose electricity or suffer a mechanical 
fault––and we are self sufficient should the need arise. 
The repositories are also kept in the dark as light also contributes to the deterioration of records. 
The lights come on as movement is detected in the repository and go off again after a period of 
time. 
This building has been purpose-designed and purpose-built to be exacting requirements of QSA and 
meets the standards required to operate a functioning archival facility. It is also a pleasure to work 
in. The building itself makes a huge contribution to the long-term preservation of Queensland’s 
largest documentary collection by ensuring that standards for that preservation are not only met but 
are fundamental to the enterprise. 

[Images: Contemporary 
photos supplied by 
Queensland State 
Archives; architectural 
plan of Queensland 
Government Printing 
Office is a digital image 
from QSA’s vast & 
valuable holdings] 
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