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The true history of Perth is an amazing story of dominance, power, 
resistance and now collaboration as we walk together to tell the story of 
this beautiful country that I am proud to call my home, Noongar boodja, 
and begin the process of healing through truth-telling within this exhibition. 

The city of Perth is steeped in the spirit of my ancestors who are members of what 
was once called the Bibbulmun nation. Our Bibbulmun (Noongar) ancestors have 
lain here since time immemorial;  we honour them through narratives passed on 
from one generation to the next whilst practicing our culture as we navigate the 
processes of colonization that continue to impact on Noongar culture today. 

Kuraree takes you on a journey of our shared history using technology to present, 
interpret and represent the passing winds of change, from prior occupation 
through to the present-day lifestyle of Bibbulmun (Noongar) and Europeans who 
came to live in Boorloo, on Noongar boodja.

Kuraree is the place where Stirling held a ceremony to turn the soil to mark 
foundation day and in Noongar culture means ‘place of spiders long ago’. 
Kuraree is framed to entice your curiosity through waarnginy (talking), djinang-
iny (seeing), kaaditj (hear, listen, know), and to pay respect to the past, provide 
meaning and understanding of the present and begin the journey to developing 
a shared future. Kuraree embeds the exhibition in the spirit of Noongar ancestors 
whilst connecting people to country as we acknowledge prior occupation and 
pay respect of Whadjuk Noongar Elders, culture, heritage and people, past 
and present. 

The Noongar component of the exhibition tells the story of Noongar engagement 
with leaders such as Miago/Migo and reminds the viewer that Boorloo is 
Yellagonga’s territory. Miago’s story provides insight into positive relationships 
between Noongars and Settlers and presents the idea of walking between two 
worlds, thus setting a precedent for negotiation and development of respectful 
relationships in modern day culture.

The Curatorial team have worked closely with Noongar Elders, the Aboriginal 
Reference Group and the Noongar Boodjar Language Centre, who have 
influenced the direction of the exhibition, to take you on a journey of shared 
memory through reflection, meaning and understanding of history and culture 
in readiness to celebrate and remember 150 years of the Perth Town Hall.

The exhibition tells the story of the wadjela (white people) who have a history 
of gatherings, such as concerts, dinners and dances, held in the Town Hall 
in celebration of significant events that mark the use of the building as a 
place of importance for the people of Perth.

The other side of this story is one of dominance, power, dispossession and 
possession of stolen Noongar lands yet juxtaposed with robust dialogue 
that presents the development of a thriving modern city and reflects the 
growth and evolution of living societies. 

It is through collaboration and robust discussion that Kuraree presents and 
represents a dialogue of reconciliation to develop further collaborative projects of 
quality, meaning and understanding of cultures and the communication of those 
cultures through representation, presentation and exhibition. We trust you will 
enjoy the learnings and passing on of knowledge from one generation to the 
next as you explore Kuraree.

Barbara Bynder, Co-Chair Cultural Advisory Committee, City of Perth

While Nyoongar is identified as a single language there are variations in both pronunciation and spelling 
– Noongar, Nyungar, Nyoongar, Nyoongah, Nyungah, Nyugah, Yungar and Noonga. 
The City of Perth uses ‘Nyoongar’ which is reflected throughout this catalogue except when specifically 
referring to an external organisation that utilises alternative spelling.

Preface



Kuraree, where the foundation stone for the Perth Town Hall was laid in 1867, 
is Whadjuk Nyoongar country, in the boodja of Yellagonga. 

Kuraree is a high point flanked by Derbal Yerrigan and the Gumap flats to 
the south, and Yandilup, the wetlands in the area of what is now 
Perth Railway station to the north-east. There was a spring close by.

This high point was where Stirling felled a tree to symbolise the founding 
of the colony and the dispossession of the Whadjuk Noongar.

Introduction

The place - kuraree

Perth Town Hall has been at the heart of the life of the city and its          
people for the last 150 years. 

It stands at a high point on the corner of Hay and Barrack Streets. Before the 
Town Hall was built, the place was empty ground behind the Barracks – the spot 
Captain Stirling chose to fell a tree to found a city. But this place has a longer 
and deeper history, as a camping place and vantage point along the ancient 
pathway that follows the ridge the city is built on. Two Nyoongar names have been 
recorded for this place - Kuraree and Karboordup, though Karboordup may also 
have been the name for the area to the west. So this exhibition is called Kuraree – 
the heart of Perth to reflect the complete history of this place. 

This catalogue - like the exhibition - explores the story of the Perth Town Hall and 
its place in the life of the city through four themes: the place, the building, civic life 
and community.

The City of Perth acknowledges the Whadjuk Nyoongar people as the Traditional 
Owners of the lands and waters where Perth city is situated today, and pay our 
respect to Elders past and present.

The place - Kuraree



Alan Muller, 
Derbarl Yerrigan I 2011-12 
acrylic on canvas. 

Depicting the Swan River, 
foreshore and surrounding 
area of greater Perth under 
the night sky Derbarl Yerrigan 
I maps the river’s path through 
Whadjuk Nyoongar land to 
the ocean. The small fires 
and drifting smoke depict 
campsites of the Whadjuk 
Nyoongar people for whom 
the river and wetlands have 
been a spiritual and physical 
resource for thousands 
of years. 

City of Perth Cultural 
Collections

yellagonga boodja 
The Waugal, or rainbow serpent, shaped Derbarl Yerrigan (Swan River), 
the rich swamps and wetlands of the coastal plain and the ranges to the east. 
Whadjuk Nyoongar nurtured this land for many thousands of years. 

In 1829, the area that became the City of Perth was in Yellagonga’s boodja, 
which included the land north of Derbarl Yerrigan, from the sea to Ellen Brook 
and north to Moore River. Yellagonga’s family had kinship links across all of today’s 
Perth metropolitan area – with Weeip’s family to the east, Munday’s family between 
the Helena and Canning Rivers and with Midgegooroo’s family to the south. 

Today, Hay Street follows the important Whadjuk Nyoongar pathway along 
Byerbrup, the ridge of high ground between Matagarup (the shallow river crossing 
at Heirisson Island) and Gargatup (King’s Park). Kuraree, which means ‘place of 
spiders long ago’, was a good place to camp on the ridge with a view over the 
surrounding country. No doubt jeena middar (corroborees), where different family 
groups gathered together, were often held in this area when food was plentiful. 



the story of miago   
leader, traveller & song man 
Our friend Migo having subsequently very narrowly escaped drowning while 
swimming to this island, I distinguished it by the name of “Isle Migo” 
in remembrance of him and his many sterling good qualities. 
– John Septimus Roe’s diary, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 20 Aug 1836, p. 749. 

Miago (sometimes spelt Migo in documents) was a well-known Whadjuk Nyoongar 
leader in Perth during the 1830s and 1840s. According to his granddaughter 
Fanny Balbuk Yooreel, Kuraree was one of Miago’s favourite camp sites. 

Miago’s boodja was in the Upper Swan area, but he had family links across the 
whole of Boorloo and with other well-known Nyoongar leaders, such as Munday, 
Yellagonga, Yagan and Midgegooroo. Miago was also friendly with some of the 
settlers. Local newspapers often describe him as a ‘messenger of peace’ and 
‘ambassador’.1

When the British arrived in 1829, Miago was quick to grasp what was happening 
and position himself as an interpreter and mediator between his people and the 
settlers. Miago worked hard to build relationships with the settlers and find ways 
for his people to maintain their culture.

In 1833, he and Munday met Governor Stirling to explain how the actions of 
the settlers were affecting the daily lives of Whadjuk Nyoongar. In 1835, Miago 
organised a peace meeting between Governor Stirling, Swan River people and 
Murray River people, after the Pinjarra massacre. This included persuading the 
Governor to host a jeena middar (corroboree). This was held in the Kuraree area, 
close to the site of the Perth Town Hall. 

Miago travelled with explorers as guide and interpreter – even to strange places 
where he believed the people would be hostile. He travelled with John Septimus 
Roe to the Albany area, where Roe named Migo Island after him. 

He also sailed on the 
Beagle’s expedition to the 
North-west. Stokes often 
mentions him in his diary 
of the voyage and tells us 
that Miago sang on board 
ship to keep his courage up 
when he was homesick.2 
None of Miago’s songs 
were written down, but 
George Grey wrote down 
other Nyoongar songs 
describing his experiences 
at sea.3

Swan River (Bivouac of Captain 
Stirling, View of the Swan River 50 
Miles Up) c1828. W.J. Huggins. 

An idyllic view of Derbarl Yerrigan 
through the eyes of Captain 
Stirling’s 
exploration party. 

City of Perth Cultural Collections 
& Robert Frith/Acorn
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whadjuk nyoongar 
& the city of perth
Captain Stirling’s felling of a tree at Kuraree on 12 August 1829 ensured that life 
would never be the same again for the dispossessed Whadjuk Nyoongar. 
The settlers, with their houses, fences and roads, their crops and their animals, 
took the land and stopped access to traditional hunting and gathering places. 

Nevertheless, over the years Whadjuk Nyoongar have continued to fight for 
recognition and asserted traditional ownership of the area where the city stands. 

The Aborigines Protection Act of 1905 gave power over all aspects of Aboriginal 
people’s lives to a ‘Protector’. This included employment and wages, where they 
could live, who they could marry, and often children were taken away from their 
parents to be brought up in institutions. From 1927, central Perth was a prohibited 
area. Aboriginal people needed permits to enter the city and were arrested if 
found there after the 6pm curfew. Over the years, various Aboriginal organisations, 
mostly based in East Perth, such as the Coolbaroo League formed in 1947, 
provided social services and campaigned for Aboriginal rights.4 

City of Perth Elder Margaret Culbong remembers those days.

We hardly went into Perth because we were only allowed in parts because of 
the racism and discrimination. My Dad worked on the railways and got a free 
pass on the train into Perth. That street that ran past the station, we were really 
only allowed to go. The corner of Barrack Street and Wellington is where we 
used to sit. Dad and Mum did business and went to Perth for medical business. 
We would sit on the seat and watch all the traffic go past.

We only went down Barrack Street if we went to the government garden. We 
had to walk on one side of Barrack Street past the Town Hall, not the other side. 
Weren’t allowed to do that. We went into the government gardens. Walking on 
the right side, never on the left side of Barrack Street. Because of 
all those restrictions. Racism and oppression. (May 2020)

Today, the City of Perth acknowledges that it is on Whadjuk Nyoongar land and 
City of Perth Elders have contributed to developing the content for this exhibition. 

Chris Pease, Land 
Release 3 2008. 
The artist shows how 
British land tenure was 
imposed on Nyoongar 
Country.  City of Perth 
Cultural Collections



… a work that will be not only an ornament to the city but confer 
a great and lasting benefit on the community at large. 
The Chairman, City Council at the opening of the Town Hall, 
Inquirer and Commercial News 8 June 1870, p. 3.

Governor Hampton’s plan for a Town Hall gave Perth a beautiful 
and unique building, which has become a landmark at the heart 
of the life of the city.

convicts & architects 
The Town Hall was begun in 1867 as part of Governor Hampton’s public  
works program to use convict labour for the benefit of the colonists. 
The site selected was on a slight rise at the corner of Howick (now Hay) 
and Barrack Streets.
 

Excerpt from a page from the convict roll 
for the Perth Town Hall. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

Governor Weld ordered a commemorative 
medal for the opening of the Perth Town 
Hall on 1 June 1870. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

The BuildingThe building

 

 
The architect, Richard Roach Jewell prepared two plans. The design selected 
was in a free Gothic style, with strong Tudor overtones. It followed the 
structure of Medieval European market halls, with an undercroft at ground 
level and hall above. 

The plan was to finish in a year, but work was not completed until 1870. 
Free tradesmen laid the foundations under the supervision of builder William 
Buggins, but most of the remaining work was done by convicts. This makes 
Perth Town Hall unique as the only capital city town hall in Australia built 
mainly with convict labour. 

The Foundation stone was laid on 24 May 1867 – a public holiday for the 
Queen’s birthday – and a suitably festive ceremony was planned. The weather 
on the day was miserable; torrents of rain turned the decorated streets to a 
sea of mud. Undeterred, the festivities went ahead, and Governor Hampton 
laid the foundation stone.5
 
The building was in use even before it was completed. The unfinished building 
was decked out with flags to welcome the Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh 
in 1869. The first telegraph message was sent between Perth and Fremantle 
on 21 June 1869 from an office in the base of the tower.

A view of the Perth Town Hall under construction 
from Barrack Street, 24 March 1868. 
SLWA 6909B/37



This “jewel” of the public works
A memorial plaque on the tower commemorates the architects – Richard 
Roach Jewell and James Manning. Jewell was the Clerk of Works of the 
Colonial Establishment, while Manning was the Clerk of Works in the Convict 
Establishment, and they worked together on several Perth buildings. 
Jewell was responsible for the design and construction of the building. 
Manning designed the spectacular hammerbeam roof and supervised 
the making of the roof trusses at Fremantle. 

Like many of Jewell’s other buildings in Perth, the Town Hall was built in brick 
laid in Flemish bond. Clay for the bricks came from East Perth – now 
Queen’s Gardens. 

Convict builders
The average number of mechanics, including laborers, employed from 
May 20, 1867, to May, 1870, has been 15 mechanics daily, and 19 laborers, 
making a total daily average of 35. If one mechanic only and one laborer 
had been employed, the mechanic would have been 47½ years nearly, or 
14,780 days, and the laborer would have been 59½years nearly, or 18,531 
days, i.e., at the rate of 312 days yearly, being the number of working 
days in a year. 
– R.R. Jewell, opening of the Town Hall, Inquirer and Commercial News 8 June 1870, p. 3.

The convict roll gives us the names and trades of all the convicts                     
who worked on the Town Hall. Some of them, no doubt, stayed in 
Western Australia and contributed to the development of the state. 

David Gray, for example, worked as a bricklayer on the Town Hall for the 
whole project – including for the last few months in 1870 after he had 
obtained his ticket of leave. He had been convicted in 1865 for arson and 
forgery and sentenced to ten years transportation. Afterwards he worked as a 
bricklayer and later set up as a builder on his own account. When he died in 
1912, he was described as ‘one of the leading contractors in the earlier days 
of the state He was greatly respected by all who knew him and was always 
ready to help his fellows when in need.’

Edward Baldock also worked as a bricklayer on the Town Hall in 1867 for 
about six months before gaining his ticket of leave. He had been originally 
convicted and sentenced to transportation for theft and assault. Following 
his release, he too worked as a bricklayer. He married Henrietta Allen in 
1871 in Busselton and had two children. However, he struggled with alcohol 
and separated from his family in 1873. He was arrested numerous times for 
drunkenness and assault up until 1901. Towards the end of his life he was 
listed as a builder in Wandering. He died in Narrogin in 1910.

A popular story in Perth is that the small tower windows in the shape of 
arrows and architectural details in the form of twisted rope were sneaked into 
the design as a joke by the convict builders. However, this is unlikely as these 
features occurred on other public buildings of the time and it is hard to see 
how they could have got away with it. 

A grand opening
The Town Hall was opened on 1 June 1870 – the anniversary of the 
foundation of the Swan River Colony. Unlike the laying of the foundation stone 
three years earlier, the weather was perfect.6 

Hundreds of people packed into the hall for the ceremony. Governor Weld’s 
speech included the announcement of self-government for Western Australia. 
After the National Anthem about 100 men sat down for lunch with plenty of 
speeches and toasts – the ladies had to look on from the gallery! The hall was 
opened to the public for the next few days.

A ‘monster tea meeting’ was organised a few days later to cater for the many 
people who had missed out at the opening. Nearly 900 people attended for 
speeches and entertainment provided by the Perth Congregational Choral 
Society and the Volunteer Band.7

Manning’s design for the timber roof trusses. 
Unfortunately, most of the architectural drawings 
for the Town Hall have been lost, but some of the 
designs for the timber features survive. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

View from St George’s Terrace of the Perth Town 
Hall under construction, behind St George’s 
Church, 5 October 1868.  
SLWA 6909B/90

Perth Town Hall almost completed, 
11 September 1869. 
SLWA 6909B/136

Perth Town Hall under construction and 
decorated for the visit of Prince Alfred, 
Duke of Edinburgh, 5 February 1869. 
SLWA 6909B/134



Converting the undercroft at the Perth Town 
Hall into shops in 1925. SLWA 008814PD

Craven’s Pharmacy on the corner of Hay 
and Barrack Streets, 1925. SLWA 008314PD  

Maxim’s Café. SLWA 103462PD 

from "old derelict to "jewel of the city
Since it opened, there have been a wide range of opinions about the Perth Town 
Hall, as the building has adapted to the changing needs of a growing city. 

A much-loved landmark
The citizens of Perth were generally delighted with their new Town Hall. 
However, alterations began even before it was opened, with the telegraph office 
housed in the base of the tower and the planned courtyard to the east used for 
a new Legislative Council building.

The undercroft  market was controversial from the start. It did open in 1872, but 
only lasted a few years. Instead, the space was progressively enclosed for offices. 
The undercroft also housed the fire engine from 1875 until 1901. If the fire alarm 
rang, the horses from the cab rank outside the Town Hall were hitched to the  
engine. 

From the 1890s, discussion began about replacing the Town Hall with a more 
modern building to meet the needs of the growing city. For the next thirty years, 
every proposal met with opposition. It was clear that, despite its inconveniences, 

many citizens were attached to the 
Town Hall.

Finally, in 1924, the Council bought 
the Strelitz Building on Murray Street 
for offices and Council chambers. The 
move was financed by converting the 
ground floor of the Town Hall to shops. 
At the same time, the stage and gallery 
were remodelled, and a new kitchen 
and supper rooms installed. 

Over the years, various businesses 
have had premises in the Town Hall. 
Craven’s Pharmacy as the longest 
tenancy, became a landmark in its own 
right. 

Try Craven’s Pharmacy, under Town 
Hall Clock, first. 
If they haven’t got it, it can’t be got. 
Advertisement, West Australian 28 Oct 1927

After World War 2, Maxim’s Café was 
a favourite destination after dances 
at the Town Hall – as Lance Langford 
remembers: 

I loved the food … popular in the evening with a cup of tea – a pancake with 
syrup like a waffle … only two shillings. 

There was a public outcry when the Council closed Maxim’s in 1956. 

A heritage jewel in the historic heart of Perth
The Town Hall narrowly escaped demolition in the 1950s. The  new Council 
House was  built, but public protests ensured the old Town Hall survived. 

In the 1990s, conservation studies recommended restoration of original features,  
repairs, and modernisation of facilities. Restoration of the Town Hall was finally 
in 2005.

Today, the Perth Town Hall is once again appreciated as an iconic landmark 
in the complex of historic buildings at the heart of the city. 

''
''



Advertising postcard showing the Perth Town Hall. 
This postcard advertised a printing company, Star 
Press, which operated in Perth through the 1920s 
and 1930s. SLWA 7197B 

Crowds gathered in Barrack 
Street, New Year’s Eve, 1929. 
SLWA 095000PD 

"meet you under the clock
… the grand old clock by which all Perth sets its watches, catches its trains, 
keeps its appointments.
Western Mail 26 February 1925, p.34.

Town hall clocks were once important landmarks for city life. In the days before 
everyone carried a watch – or a mobile phone – the Town Hall clock and its 
chimes kept time for the city. South Perth residents kept telescopes to check the 
time by the Town Hall clock. Raising a flag on the tower signalled that the mail 
boat had arrived. Crowds gathered at the clock to see in the New Year and radio 
station 6WF broadcast the festivities from the Town Hall. 

The Town Hall clock was built by London clockmakers, Thwaites and Reed and 
installed by local clockmaker Mr John Bowra, who maintained the clock for many 
years. It was originally wound by hand, but electric motors now do the job. 

The Ennis family has looked after the clock now for nearly ninety years. Norman 
Ennis of Ennis Jewellers, got the contract in the early 1930s and Norm’s sons, 
Norman Junior and Ron followed in his footsteps. Today, Paul Ennis, Norm Ennis’s 
grandson, keeps the clock running. 

Any problem with the Town Hall clock was once big news in Perth. One of the 
hazards in the early days was birds getting into the works and stopping the clock. 
Weather also affects the clock – in a heat wave people would complain that the 
clock was wrong.

The clock tower on the corner of Barrack and Hay Streets was for a long time the 
tallest building in the city and a prominent landmark for meeting friends. 
The platform at the top of the tower has been a favourite vantage point for 
photographers. More than a century of photographs taken from the clock tower 
document how the city has changed. 

''



Another royal visit. Perth Town Hall lit for HM 
Queen Elizabeth II in 1954. 
SLWA 231933D

Decorations in Barrack Street for the visit of the Duke 
and Duchess of York in 1901. SLWA 012500D

The 1929 centenary celebrations saw the Town 
Hall decorated with flags in the daytime and lit up 

at night. SLWA 095640PD

The Town Hall clock tower decorated 
for Christmas. City of Perth 
Cultural Collections

The City of Perth decks out the Town Hall in all its finery for special 
occasions and celebrations, such as royal visits, commemorations 
– and of course Christmas! 

"our town hall was looking its best "

The Town Hall was illuminated to celebrate peace 
at the end of the First World War, 19 July 1919. 

SLWA 112280PD  Izzy Orloff Collection 

The Town Hall lit up for the coronation of King 
George V in 1937. SLWA 095659PD



Civic LifeCivic life
… this Hall, is wide enough to embrace within its four comers all classes of 
the community, differences of opinion, majorities and minorities, and all varied 
interests; yet, to make them work together, you must steadily bear in mind that 
motto, ‘commune bonum,’— ‘The public good.’ so felicitously inscribed on 
their banner by the City Council. 
Governor Weld, at the opening of the Town Hall, Inquirer and Commercial News 8 June 1870, p. 3.

The Perth Town Hall is at the centre of formal civic life. Here, the Perth City Council 
once met to plan for the future of the city. The offices of the Town Clerk were here. 
The Town Hall has been the venue for official functions, and a place to honour 
service, to celebrate key events and anniversaries and to welcome visitors. The 
building is decorated and illuminated to mark these occasions. Today, the Perth 
City Council has outgrown the Town Hall, but it remains as a function centre and 
performance venue – and much-loved landmark in the historic heart of Perth.  

civic dinners & receptions
Nice things will be said, nice things will be eaten, 
maybe nice things will be drunk, too …
Notice for W.E. Bold’s valedictory dinner, Sunday Times 3 Dec 1944

The City of Perth regularly honours particular individuals for their service or 
welcomes visiting celebrities with formal civic dinners or receptions – often held 
at the Town Hall. The menus for civic dinners over the years show changes in 
fashions of eating, as well as trends in designing and presenting menus.

Sir John Forrest, surveyor, explorer and politician, and the first Premier of Western 
Australia was incredibly popular. The celebrations of his 50 years of public service 
included a reception held at the Perth Town Hall on 15 December 1915, which 
brought together people across social and political divides.8 

The City of Perth marked the retirement of Town Clerk W.E. Bold in 1944 with a 
‘valedictory dinner’. Bold migrated to Western Australia from Lancashire, England, 
in 1896 and became clerk-typist at the City of Perth. He was appointed Town 
Clerk in 1900. He was then the youngest Town Clerk in any Australian capital city 
– and when he retired in 1944 was the longest-serving. 

Bold quickly became a powerful driving force in Council affairs. His ideas about 
town planning shaped the growth and development of the city and strongly 
influenced the Perth we see today. He was a strong advocate for parks and public 
spaces and this is commemorated in Bold Park.

The valedictory dinner for Town Clerk, W.E. Bold. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

Menu for a dinner on 12 August 1935 for the 
birthday of the City of Perth. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

The program for the reception honouring 
Sir John Forrest’s public service at Perth 
Town Hall. It features images of Mundaring 
Weir and Fremantle Harbour – the major 
public works overseen by Forrest as premier. 
SLWA PR967 



welcoming celebrities
We, the Mayor and councillors of the city of Perth, desire, on behalf of the 
citizens, to offer to you a cordial welcome to the capital city of this State.
Welcoming address to Lord Kitchener, Inquirer and Commercial News 29 Jan 1910

Many visiting celebrities have been honoured over the years, from royalty to 
explorers, statesmen to service personnel. 

The formal part of the proceedings involves a speech of welcome from the Mayor 
with a response from the visitor. The welcoming speech is a work of art in the form 
of a handwritten illuminated address. 

In the decade after the Town Hall opened, explorers Sir John Forrest and 
Ernest Giles were both welcomed formally by the city. In 1874, John Forrest led a 
six-man exploring party from Geraldton to Adelaide. Two Nyoongar men, Tommy 
Windich and Tommy Pierre, were valued members of this team. A few days after 
his return, 120 men gathered for a celebration banquet in the Town Hall, decorated 
with flags and greenery – ladies were only able to watch from the balcony. 
There were plenty of speeches, including Tommy Pierre’s – no doubt the first 
Nyoongar to make a speech in the building.9 

In 1875, Ernest Giles arrived in Perth to a spectacular welcome after crossing 
the Nullarbor Plain with his camels. Crowds gathered around the Town Hall and 
along Adelaide Terrace to watch the procession, including a brass band, that 
accompanied Giles and his party. On arrival at the Town Hall, the camels were 
stabled in the market place underneath. It was standing room only in the hall itself, 
as Mr George Shenton, Chairman of the City Council read the 
welcoming address.10  

Illuminated address welcoming Lord 
Kitchener to Perth in 1910. Kitchener 
was then perhaps the most famous 
man in the British Empire and Western 
Australia gave him a rock star welcome. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections

Menu for a civic luncheon for the Prince of 
Wales 1 July 1920. The Prince of Wales (later 
Edward VIII) toured Australia on behalf of his 
father, George V, to acknowledge Australia’s 
support for Britain during World War 1. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections



Centenary parade at the Town Hall. 
SLWA 100656PD  

A playlet was presented on the stage at the Town Hall after 
the luncheon. This was a dramatization of the Centenary 
painting by G. Pitt Morrison. SLWA 3499B/3

Lyle Branson, The Felling of a Tree That Carves Up the Land, 2016, 
infinity rag photographique paper, 
760 x 156 cm, 1/3, City of Perth Cultural Collections, 
Photo courtesy of the artist

–

Civic Centenary Luncheon inside the Town 
Hall. SLWA 100661PD

 
Perth’s foundation event was the felling of a tree at what was later the site of  
the Town Hall in 1829. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Town Hall played an 
important role in celebrating 100 years since the foundation of the Swan River 
Colony. 

At the Town Hall, the main celebrations were on 12 August 1929. The event was 
marked with a parade and unveiling a commemorative plaque at the Town Hall, 
as well as the announcement that George V had granted the City of Perth a Lord 
Mayoralty. Following the parade, a civic Centenary Luncheon was held inside the 
Town Hall. 

A playlet was presented on the stage after the luncheon, dramatizing the famous 
Centenary painting by G. Pitt Morrison. It began with Father Time and a group of 
Aboriginal people gathered around a fire. Captain Stirling’s party arrived and Mrs 
Dance ceremonially struck a jarrah tree. The figures faded out, replaced by an 
image of the new city with the drone of an aeroplane engine symbolising progress. 
Three performances were planned, but it proved so popular that a fourth session 
was staged at 10.30pm. 

Fifty years later, a statue of Captain James Stirling was unveiled 
at the Town Hall as part of WAY79 celebrations for the 150th 
anniversary. As we approach the 200th anniversary, Lyle 
Branson’s 2016 artwork reflects on the clash of cultures in 
Stirling’s symbolic foundation act. 

the town hall & public commemorations 
the 1929 centenary celebrations



the town hall in war & peace 
The Perth Town Hall is a focus for events in times of war, and for celebration  
and remembrance in peacetime. Troops have been farewelled and welcomed 
home by the City with parades, receptions and dinners. In wartime, the Town Hall 
has provided facilities for the armed forces and in peacetime, the clock marks the 
two-minute silence for Remembrance Day.

The Boer War was the first major military involvement by Australian forces 
overseas. Troops embarked for South Africa from Fremantle and the arrival of the 
contingents of volunteers from South Australia and New South Wales in February 
1900 was celebrated with a parade through the streets from the railway station to 
a reception at the Town Hall. 

During World War 1, the Town Hall was a recruiting centre. Community groups 
used the Town Hall for fundraisers to send ‘comforts’ to the troops and to 
organise distribution. The first Anzac commemoration was marked by a luncheon 
for ‘returned Anzac heroes’ at the Perth Town Hall on 25 April 1916, organised by 
the Soldiers Welcome Committee. 

During World War 2, the Citizen’s Reception Council – made up of 28 women’s 
volunteer organisations – ran a recreation centre at the Town Hall for members 
of the armed services. They provided light refreshments from 10.30am to 
10.30pm every day and writing facilities. In the evenings, they organised musical 
entertainment and dancing. The City of Perth celebrated the end of the war with 
a giant V hung from the clock tower. Over the following months the Town Hall 
hosted many ‘welcome home’ events for returned service personnel and 
prisoners of war. 

A reception at the Town Hall for the WA 
contingent of troops for the Boer War, 1899. 
SLWA 1875B 

A certificate of appreciation for 
Mrs McCallum-Smith, a volunteer member 
of the Citizen’s Reception Council. 
City of Perth Cultural Collections  



LEFT: Patricia Langford, née Edmondson, 
wearing her debutante gown, on the Town 
Hall staircase, at the Printers Ball, 1952. 

Lance and Patricia Langford and friends 
at the Printers Ball, 1952. Lance Langford 
remembers how a beautiful brunette named 
Patricia Edmondson caught his eye and he 
asked her for a dance. He was 19 and she 
was 16. Lance and Patricia married in 1954. 
Courtesy Lance Langford 

Concert program for the tenth 
and final concert of the Minstrels 
of the West. SLWA PR381/2 

Elsie Weeks wore this 
dress for dances at the 
Town Hall in the 1950s. 
Lent by Steve Weeks  

Dancing at the Postal Institute annual 
meeting and dance. 
National Archives of Australia. 
NAA: K1131, W1552/D

CommunityCommunity
… I feel sure that the City officers, in whose especial charge it may for the time 
be, will always place it at the disposal of those who seek to promote hospitality, 
sociability, and rational amusement for the people generally. 
Governor Hampton, Foundation stone ceremony, Perth Gazette and West Australian Times 31 May 1867, p. 2

The Town Hall is a social centre for the people of Perth. All kinds of gatherings 
have been held here over the years. Weddings, dances, sporting competitions, 
dinners, political meetings, lectures, auctions, lottery draws, concerts, shows and 
demonstrations of all kinds, elections – just a selection of the community uses of 
the Town Hall over the last 150 years.

having fun - "... a place of innocent 
recreation and entertainment ... 
In 1870, Perth people quickly took advantage of the new facilities and   
organised social events such as concerts and dances. Some early users of 
the hall raised money to help the City Council improve the facilities, while other 
activities supported all sorts of causes. The Town Hall was truly intended to 
bring the community together for celebrations of all kinds.

Entertainments – both amateur and professional – have been a feature of the 
Town Hall ever since. Concerts, plays and shows continue to be popular. 
Tuesday morning community shows still provide a valued program of 
entertainment for seniors. Since the restoration of the Perth Town Hall, 
the venue has become a popular function venue, particularly weddings. 

The Perth Congregational Choral Society staged the first concert on 15 July 1870, 
repeated by popular demand a few days later. All the musical forces of the colony 
were marshalled for a ‘Grand Concert’ on 29 August 1870. This raised £43/15/8 
(equivalent to more than $6000 today), given to the City Council for fitting out the 
building. Local amateur musicians formed a group called the Minstrels of the West 
to raise money for a piano – a goal achieved at their 10th concert in 1877. 

Amateur music-making has always been important to the Perth community. 
Indeed, community singing at the Town Hall was a feature of the 1920s and 
1930s, with radio broadcasts to the West Australian community. Many local 
choral and instrumental groups have performed at the Town Hall over the years. 
The stage has also been popular with dancing schools for putting on end-of-year 
performances and for musical and theatrical competitions.

Dances
Town Hall dances have always been popular. Balls were a highlight of social 
activity in the early years of the Swan River Colony and the Town Hall provided the 
community with a new popular venue for dancing. 

Many Perth couples met at Town Hall dances. Lance Langford remembers how a 
beautiful brunette named Patricia Edmondson caught his eye and he asked her for 
a dance. He was 19 and she was 16. The Perth Town Hall was a favourite dance 
venue because it was the biggest, had a good floor for dancing and had a good 
band. Lance and Patricia married in 1954. 

"



Henry Prinsep’s sketch of the rinking 
club’s costume ball 1878. 

Royal WA Historical Society P2013.1221 

First public lottery draw at the Perth 
Town Hall, 1932. SLWA 101652PD

An advertisement for the Broadway 
Elite Skating Rink. The door prize was a 
quarter-acre block of land in Claremont. 
West Australian, Saturday 25 May 1889 

The Coolbaroo League
On 4 October 1954, the Coolbaroo League held a Gala Royal Show Ball                             
at the Perth Town Hall. 

The Coolbaroo League was an Aboriginal organisation well-known for its advocacy 
for Aboriginal rights and for organising social activities, especially dances. Booking 
the Town Hall for their Gala Royal Show Ball celebrated the abolition of the City of 
Perth prohibited area and publicly reclaimed the right to be on Aboriginal land. 
The Coolbaroo League continued to hold events in the Town Hall for the rest of 
the decade.

Sports & games
The sporting contests held in the Town Hall include boxing, badminton, fencing, 
callisthenics. The first State Badminton Championships were held there in 1927 
and in 1950 the Australian Championships finally came to WA for the first time. 
1951 saw the State Fencing Championships at the Town Hall. Boxing matches 
and lotteries were among the more controversial uses of the Town Hall. The 
Lotteries Commission held public draws at the Perth Town Hall for many years.

A craze for ‘rinking’
One of the more surprising uses for Perth Town Hall was for roller skating – 
or ‘rinking’ as it was known. 

The craze for roller skating arrived in Australia in the 1860s and a rinking club was 
formed in Perth in 1877. This was strictly an upper-class affair and the members 
met twice a week in the Town Hall. The club held a remarkable costume ball on 
17 October 1878, recorded in detail in the local papers and by Henry Prinsep’s 
sketch of the event. 

Within ten years commercial operators stepped in and established several skating 
rinks in Perth and Fremantle. Mr George Webb set up the Broadway Elite Skating 
Rink at the Perth Town Hall, where roller skating was a popular family outing. 
Advertisements invited ‘Girls and Boys, their Fathers, Mothers, Grandmothers 
and Grandfathers and the Baby FREE’. As well as general skating, there were 
organised games and competitions for adults and children, fast skating and races. 
Exhibitions of trick skating entertained the crowds, with a band supplying music.

Singer Nat King Cole visits the Coolbaroo Club. 
Photo courtesy of Albert McNamara



learning - "sociability, 
and rational amusement
The Town Hall has always been a popular venue for exhibitions and displays  
by community groups and commercial organisations to share and promote their 
special interests – and often raise funds as well.

The first bazaar and exhibition opened on 6 September 1870, in aid of the 
‘Benevolent Fund for destitute and indigent women’. At the bazaar you could 
buy handcrafts, while the exhibition displayed an extraordinary range of artworks, 
curios, antiquities and natural history objects. A piano in the gallery provided 
entertainment. Some of the objects displayed ended up in the collections of 
the WA Museum. 

Many Perth people remember the wild life shows held at the Perth Town Hall 
from 1946 to 1975. The brainchild of Vincent Serventy, and family, these were 
organised by the WA Naturalists Club and the WA Gould League to promote 
interest in natural history. 

The annual wild flower exhibitions are also fondly remembered and have an 
even longer history. These began in 1892 and became popular annual events, 
raising money for various charities. The show included competitions for floral 
arrangements, as well as paintings, drawings and crafts – for both adults and 
children. By the 1930s the displays were promoted interstate to encourage 
tourism and WA railways were involved organising transport of flower displays 
from various parts of the state.

A bewildering variety of enthusiast and hobbyists hold shows and exhibitions 
– from stamps to sewing, model trains to orchids. The Country Women’s 
Association 1935 ‘exhibition of handicrafts and home industries’ was a huge 
success, with nearly all of the entries coming from the country. The display of 
ingenuity in ‘turning waste material to profitable use’ was especially admired and 
strikes a chord today. After World War 2, displays of arts and crafts from different 
countries were popular and celebrated the contributions and culture of ‘new 
Australians’. 

Professional and commercial organisations also hold events at the Town Hall 
– demonstrating everything from wireless to washing machines. The Town Hall 
hosted the first demonstration of television in 1949. 

Program for the 20th annual wild flower 
exhibition 1940. SROWA

A highlight of the 1935 CWA exhibition was 
the spinning demonstration. Mrs Broun (left) is 
working a spinning wheel made during World 
War 1, used by hundreds of Perth women to spin 
yarn to make socks for soldiers. Mrs A.G. Todd 
demonstrates on a 235-year-old wheel from the 
Shetland Islands, used for spinning flax to make 
clothing for fishermen, on the Greenland fishing- 
grounds. Miss Francis, of Fremantle, added 
atmosphere by playing on her harp during the 
demonstration. RWAHS P1999.4430

The Royal Institute of the Architects 
of Western Australia put on this 

exhibition in the Town Hall in 1937. 
Lent by Steve Weeks

Enthusiasts enjoying the Sports and Hobbies 
exhibition at the Town Hall, 1954. SLWA 113755PD 

Mrs Pat Hethersay admires a vase of dahlias at the 
Town Hall, 1950. This was Mrs A. Brocklehurst’s 
champion entry in the WA Gladiolus, Dahlia and 
Bulb Society’s dahlia show. SLWA 224183P
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a place for public meetings
… a building … for the benefit of the public at large, 
and in which public meetings … may be held.
Chairman, City Council, Foundation stone ceremony, Perth Gazette 
and West Australian Times 31 May 1867, p. 2

The Town Hall provides a space for meeting and debating the issues of the day. 
Over the years the hall has been used by a wide range of groups to protest, 
to argue, to discuss and to learn about all sorts of political and social issues of 
interest and concern to the people of Perth from votes for women to Aboriginal 
rights, from federation to secession. 

Before mass media, meetings held in venues like the Town Hall were very 
important for a healthy democracy and, even today, the tradition of ‘town hall 
meetings’ still continues. The Town Hall has even seen the formation of 
a political party – the Australian Democrats held their inaugural meeting 
there in 1977.

John Curtin speaking in the Town Hall about war loans, 1944. 
SLWA 221419PD 

Sometimes, perhaps, the Town Hall has not been entirely neutral in 
political debates. Banners supporting conscription hanging from the 

Town Hall tower at the referendum during World War 1. 
SLWA BA1272/26 The Town Hall was used as a polling place for the Federal election held 

on 21 September 1940. SLWA 221414PD 

Crowds gather outside the Town Hall on the day 
of the vote on Federation in August 1900. 
RWAHS 2004. 238
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