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1989 PROGRAMME

26 JANUARY ANNUAL DINNER - Venue to be advised

2FEBRUARY GUEST SPEAKER — ALAN LANDIS
“WEDGWOOD AND AUSTRALIANA”

6 APRIL SHOW AND TELL
Collectors evening to bring along their valued possessions
1JUNE GUEST SPEAKER - JOSEF LEBOVIC

3 AUGUST ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
5 OCTOBER GUEST SPEAKER

7DECEMBER TRASH OR TREASURE and CHRISTMAS PARTY
Members are invited to bring along items for discussion

FUNCTIONS AND EXCURSIONS TO BE ADVISED

Our Meetings are held at
The Glover Cottage Hall
124 Kent Street
SYDNEY
at 7.30pm

CONTRIBUTIONS PLEASE

We require articles urgently for our
Australiana journal.

We would appreciate if our members doing
research into aspects of Australiana, “would
put pen to paper and let us have the fruits of
your labours for publication”.

Please forward your submissions to

The Editor
Australiana
P.O. Box 288
Lindfield.
N.S.W. 2070
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Nineteenth Century Silver and
Goldsmiths (Jewellers) of
Western Australia
— An Introduction

Dorothy Erickson

When histories of the decorative arts are

written in Australia it is rare for Western

Australia to be covered except in a cursory

manner — it is usually included under blan-

ket statements which assume that condi-
tions in Western Australia parallel that of
the eastern two thirds of the continent.

This was not the case, and in an effort to

balance the picture I offer this article based

on current but incomplete research. This

may sound foolish but in the absence of a

body of research on which to build, the

process will be a long one and may never
be completely finished. [Half a cake being
better than no cake, I publish at my peril
and hope that any further information
available may be brought to my attention.

The research in progress is for the Bi-cen-

tennial History of The Visual Arts in West-

ern Australia to be published by Cam-
bridge University Press — for which I am
part of a team based at the Centre for Fine

Arts at the University of Western Austral-

ia].

When considering the history of Western
Australia it is wise to remember that although
it was the first part of the continent to be
trodden by Europeans some 350 odd years
ago it was not colonised until 1829 and then
as free colony — a colony established for gent-
lemen based on a system of private enter-
prise. It was envisioned by the founder, Cap-
tain Stirling, as a naval and convalescent sta-
tion supported by a flourishing agricultural
colony strategically placed to take advantage
of the Indian and Chinese trade routes. That
this did not proceed in the manner envisaged
did not change the social values or attitudes
of the early settlers. These were to set it apart
in attitude as well as physically from the rest
of Australia — until South Australia was
founded. Nathaniel Ogle’s manual for emig-
rants to the colony published in 1839 detailed
the aspirations of the colony’s gentry for

the early cessation from labour, ... a condi-
tion of promise which exists in no other
community on earth; and which places the
state of society before that of all other
realms or colonies.

Though the parallels between the Colony
of Western Australia and that of South Aus-
tralia appear to be many, some Western
Australian’s such as Samuel Pole Phillips
(“Squire” Phillips of Culham) were inclined
to look down on the South Australian estab-
lishment as “all businessmen — at it from
morning till night”. Commerce was not at
this time acceptable in polite society though
circumstance was soon to force a change in
attitude for people in Western Australia as it
was to do in England later in the century. The
Swan River settlers, many younger sons of
minor gentry, Napoleonic War veterans and
East India Company contacts, came with
Romantic visions of acquiring landed estates.
With them they brought most portable
accoutrements of gracious living. Some of
these accoutrements, such as carriages, were
of course not of much use until roads were
built and a more comfortable existance
enjoyed. Some settlers came not only for
financial or social gain but also for the chance
to seek an arcadian iydll. (At his home on the
Swan River) George Fletcher Moore was to
write in his diary in 1831, [two years after the
commencement of the colony]

How different my rural life from that

which I had imagined it would be! Instead

of demi-savage and romantic, it is civilized

(often ceremonious) and uniform; with

less of privation and much more of occu-

pation for mind and body than I had
anticipated ...

Further south in the tall timber country,
Fanny Bussell at Augusta was to write of her
rural surroundings

It is here that one sees the magnificence of
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emigration. At the Swan, European
luxuries have already robbed this life of all
its wildness and grandeur.

Asset rich but cash poor, the settlement did
not prosper and in the first few years many
intending settlers were diverted to Van
Diemens Land. Others found themselves in
unusual occupations. Eliza Shaw in her let-
ters home tells us

A man with a little money would make a
rapid fortune here. ... Money is so scarce
that it brings readily from 25 to 30 percent;
and gents who sometime since in England
rode in carriages are now weighing out a
quarter of a pound of tea and a half a
pound of rice.

She also remarked “It is astonishing the
number of wealthy families out here.” Within
a few years some substantial homes and busi-
nesses had been built, the former graced with
chandeliers and fine furniture. These were
surroundings suitable for the musical even-
ings so popular with the colonists, whose
ways were those of the country gentry as por-
trayed in Jane Austen’s novels. This was no
coincidence as many settlers had relatives
who were social contacts of her circle. Others
like the Bussells belonged to King William’s
circle. Yet others were the illegitimite sons of
royal dukes and lords of the libertine royal
circles of the time. Ogle in his manual for
emigrants lists the occupations of the settlers
as “physicians, surgeons, lawyers, etc.,
graziers, agriculturalists, artists, hand-
craftsmen, trade, fisheries, pilots, domestic
servants, carriers, boatmen, porters etc.”.

The major bar to progress in the tiny com-
munities scattered along the periphery of the
continent was the shortage of labour. This
was eventually alleviated by the introduction
of male convicts for a period of eighteen years
from 1850-68. Even so the gold rushes in the
east at this time drew some of the free settlers
and many of the expirees, once again deplet-
ing the labour force. Industry, for those who
stayed, was rewarded. Many of the
shepherds and other industrious servants
were able to purchase estates to match those
of their previous employers. These they filled
with furniture and other effects mostly in the
“neo-Georgian” style then fashionable. As
this style resembled the Regency taste of the
original settlers it helped to give the new rich
an air of breeding and respectability. Thus
the excesses of the Victorian era mostly pas-
sed Western Australia by. The ruling families
were no longer wealthy but they had posse-
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sions and contacts. Old pieces were bought
rather than new when replacements were
necessary. Tradition was valued. People such
as the Brockmans at Herne Hill purchased
replacement furniture and paintings etc.
from England when the original home was
burnt down.

The leisure activities of the gentlefolk were
typical of the Victorian era and included such
diverse activities as painting, botanising,
making musical instruments, furniture,
embroidery, feather muffs, seaweed and
shell pictures. A surprising number, encour-
aged no doubt by the journals of the time,
were proficient at wood turning and furni-
ture making.

Besides wheat, wool and sandalwood —
pearling and export hardwood timber were to
help the coffers of the young colony but there
was not the boom which occurred in the fif-
ties, sixties and seventies in the east. Nor did
Western Australia have charge of its own
destiny. As it was not granted self govern-
ment in 1850 with the other colonies it was
not able to raise loans for projects considered
important by the colonists. It was tied very
much to the apron strings of the Colonial Sec-
retary in London. It achieved some measure
of self determination in 1870 and self govern-
ment only in 1890. The boom times com-
menced when money for capital works and
investment were able to be negotiated. This
was in the late eighties and nineties at a time
when, first South Australia then Victoria, fol-
lowed by the rest of the world, suffered a
depression.  Consequently the colony
attracted to it people who would otherwise
never have considered coming to such an iso-
lated outpost, bedevilled by a bad public
image and not particularly welcoming to out-
siders.

The population rose rapidly and dramati-
cally with the gold rushes. The desert flo-
wered and shanty towns sprang up over-
night to be as quickly replaced by cities such
as Coolgardie, which May Vivienne (in
Travels in Western Australia, 1902) described
as having fine wide streets, lit with electric
light and handsome buildings. Coolgardie
had an International Exhibition in 1899 and
attracted travellers from all parts of the globe.
The sister town of Boulder, a few years later,
was to have the greatest concentration of
retail space in Australia. The inhospitable cli-
mate and the nature of the gold, which soon
needed deep mining techniques, saw the
alluvial miners return from whence they
came — which was mostly from South Aus-






