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Today, it is almost impossible to look down on the city from Mt Eliza and re-capture Perth as it was on
Foundation Day, 12 August 1829. Gone are the reed-lined river banks, the forest of tall trees, the
continuous clumps of spiralled-stemmed grass trees and small valleys and rivulets that once streamed
slowly into the Swan River below the slope of the hill. Only the then unexplored, Darling Range in the
distance remains distinguishable.

When Stirling established the colony's principal town some twelve miles up-river, the Swan River ran
adjacent to the now existing Bazaar Terrace and just south of the Supreme Court buildings. The
original site of the fledgling settlement was then no more than a narrow ridge of sand with a river
frontage, a chain of freshwater lakes in the background and a series of swamps to the north. Many
extant letters have described the natural beauty of early Perth. 'The bank as far back as Hay Street'
wrote one colonist ‘was beautiful in colours of green, yellow, white and pink with small streams running
into the river'. Almost two months after foundation another view was presented by visiting naval
surgeon T Wilson RN.

At daylight | arose and took a walk through the town - the intended principal street of which, is
named St George's Terrace, where the future beaux and belles of Western Australia may in
after times show off their reciprocal attractive charms, was at present, only adorned with lofty
trees and a variety of lovely flowers. In my perambulations, | fell in with the written newspaper
of the place, appended to a stately eucalyptus tree, where among other public notices, |
observed the Governor's permission for one individual to practice as a notary, another as a
surgeon, and a third as an auctioneer.

Before Captain Stirling made a final decision as to where the seat of government should be
established, several alternative sites were mooted. The Lieutenant-Governor later explained why
Cockburn Sound and Point Heathcote were rejected in favour of the site he eventually chose between
Point Lewis and Point Frazer. He based his final choice on a number of factors. It was not only a
place of great beauty, but more importantly an area where fresh water existed and stone, lime, clay
and other materials were accessible for building purposes. Stirling was also convinced that by
establishing the capital higher up the river communication between the port-town at Fremantle and
future  agricultural grants on the upper Swan  would be more effective.

Perth borrowed its name from the birthplace of Stirling's friend, Sir George Murray, Secretary of State
for War and the Colonies who according to colonial surgeon Dr Collie RN, was 'the ostensible father of
the infant colony'. For a time those of English origin were none too pleased with the Scottish title put
forward by a Scottish-born governor. Equally concerned by the influential presence of other Scotsmen
in the colony, such as Peter Brown and James Drummond, several settlers were convinced that the
colony was fast becoming a predominant part of Scotland. Although his comments obviously fell on
deaf ears, one vexed gentleman William Leake, felt so strongly about the bias he complained bitterly
to Under Secretary Twiss:

Sir, can you not give Captain Stirling a hint on his imprudence in calling the capital of Swan
River by the insignificant name of Perth? Is it because Sir George Murray was born in this
insignificant place, known only to reading men or Geographers, as an obscure place in
Scotland? | have heard a vast number already declare against Swan River because they now
consider it a place where the Scotch interest will only prevail. There is Perth Town, Melville
Water, Cockburn Sound and Dalrymple Sound, in fact nothing but Scotch names. Why was
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not the principal town called Swan River, London Town, Wellington or a name to which the
three countries in unison may look up to?

The story of Mrs Dance's involvement in the tree-cutting
ceremony, as mentioned by Captain Fremantle and depicted
in George Pitt-Morrison's painting is familiar to most West
Australians. Yet the public still confuses the foundation of
Perth on 12 August with the foundation of the Swan River
Colony celebrated on the first of June 1829. Unfortunately,
despite being a significant event none of the participants
recorded the foundation of the capital in detail. The most
guoted description therefore, is one taken from a brief entry in
29-year-old Captain Charles Howe Fremantle's diary dated 5
August 1829:

The Callista Merchant Ship arrived from England with Settlers: she anchored in Gages Roads.
The Lieutenant Governor having made up his mind to establish a town up the Swan River to be
called Perth and to lay the first stone of it on the King's birthday the 12 August 1829. | offered
to render him any assistance with boats and to convey him up. We proceeded a large party on
the 9th but could not pass the bar, therefore hauled the boats over the neck of land and then
proceeded up. Examined the country about the islands on the 10th and went five miles up the
Swan above them when we came to good flats of country and very rich grass and good
grazing lands. Saw several swans and wild duck.

On the 12th our party increased and there being no stone contiguous for our purpose to
celebrate the commencement of the new town, Mrs Dance cut down a tree, fired volleys, made
speeches and gave several cheers, naming the town Perth according to the wishes of Sir
George Murray. 'l think the situation of Perth well adapted for a Town, certainly preferable to
any other spot | have yet seen. It communicates with the sea on one side and with the upper
part of the country by the river on the other side of the Islands....I wish the soil immediately in
the neighbourhood of Perth was a little better'.

Present at the ceremony besides Captains James Stirling, Charles Fremantle, Frederick Irwin, Mark
Currie and William Dance were Mrs Helena Dance, Peter Brown, Lieutenant J Septimus Roe and Dr
William Milligan, as well as members of the 63 Regiment and some of the crew from the HMS
Challenger. Most of the partakers were destined to play an important role in the development of the
colony, whilst the only female present was unaware that this was to be her moment of fame
unknowingly etching her name in future history books when she agreed to accompany her husband on
the journey up the Swan River. Helena Barbara Dance, wife of the commander of the Sulphur was
said to have been chosen to take part in the foundation of Perth because Ellen Stirling was at the time
nursing an infant. Under different circumstances several of the official's wives might easily have been
chosen to replace the Lieutenant-Governor's lady and in retrospect Mrs Dance's presence in Western
Australia might have gone unnoticed. Among those women who would have been apprehensive
about venturing so far up-river were Mrs Caroline Brown who was four months pregnant on arrival,
Matilda Roe who was expecting her first child in December 1829 and Jane Currie who was to give
birth the following month.

Peter Nicholas Brown born 1797, arrived on the Parmelia on 1 June 1829 from Guensey with his wife
Caroline. He held the position of Colonial Secretary from 1829 to 1846. A person of ancient lineage
dating back to Walter Le Brun, the family's motto Floreat Majestas is alleged to have been the origin of
Perth's official motto Floreat. The surname which had been changed in Scotland from Brun to Broun
and anglicised when Bonnie Prince Charlie was defeated was spelt Brown until 1844 when an



announcement was placed in the Inquirer stating that the family intended to revert to the original
spelling ‘Broun’.

John Septimus Roe, the Swan River colony's first Surveyor-General was also born in 1797, the
seventh son of a clergyman. He came from Berkshire and joined the navy when he was thirteen. He
first visited the western coast of Australia when as a master's mate to Lieutenant Phillip King on board
the Mermaid he surveyed the Australian coast. Later Roe agreed to accept a colonial appointment
and married the former Matilda Bennett. Soon after the wedding the couple joined Stirling aboard the
Parmelia as one of a small group of colonial officials bound for the Swan River. Roe was appointed
director of the first WA Bank in July 1846 and in September to the committee of a newly established
mining company.

Mark Currie born in 1796 was also one of the original settlers and a series of invaluable sketches
drawn by his wife Jane, visually record some of the earliest scenes in the infant colony. Appointed
Government Harbour Master, Currie left Western Australia in 1833 to resume his naval career.
Frederick Chidley Irwin, another official involved in the foundation of Perth was born in 1788 and
arrived on the HMS Sulphur on 8 June 1829 as Captain in command of the 63rd Regiment. He
departed for England in 1833 and returned with his bride to the Swan River settlement in December
1836 as permanent commandant of the Western Australian Forces. Highly respected in his
profession, Lieutenant-Colonel Irwin was twice appointed acting governor.

Wood from the historic tree was later used to make a handy sewing box the size of a jewel case.
Fashioned from highly polished she-oak with inset brass hinges, the box is divided into nine
compartments and lined with royal blue velvet. It was unexpectedly found by the late Queen Mary in
1932 when she visited a curiosity shop in London. A connoisseur of antiques, Her Majesty
immediately recognised the significance of the casket and thoughtfully presented it as a gift to the
Western Australian Government. Unfortunately the name of the person responsible for making the
box remains unknown although it is logical to assume that it was crafted in London, perhaps when the
Stirlings revisited England in 1832.

The sewing box was initially placed in the museum section of the Perth Art Gallery, then for a time it
was displayed in the foyer of the former Rural and Industries Bank Building in Barrack Street close to
the spot where the city was founded. In the year 2000, after being exhibited for many years in the
Queen Victoria Room of the old Perth Gaol the box became part of the Western Australian Land and
People Exhibition in the refurbished Hackett Hall next door. The inscription on the small brass plaque
attached to the lid reads: 'This box was made from the tree which was cut down at Swan River in 1829
by His Excellency James Stirling for the purpose of laying the foundation of the Capital of Western
Australia'.

Why Helena Dance's name was omitted and why credit for cutting down the tree was given instead to
James Stirling are questions yet to be answered. Perhaps the Governor himself may have submitted
the wording for the inscription and not being on the best of terms with the Dances, during a less than
harmonious return voyage to England in 1832, he may have decided to dismiss her part in history.
Alternatively Fremantle may have overlooked the Lieutenant-Governor's role in the ceremony and
focused only on Mrs Dance's activities. A letter written on 9 September 1829 by Captain William
Townsend Dance to the Under Secretary for the Colonies, Horace Twiss, presents yet another version
of his wife's involvement:

The laying of the first stone of the town (which took place on 12th of August, and on which
occasion we made as much noise and rejoicing as our limited means would allow) was laid by
Mrs Dance, she being the only lady who could be persuaded to venture so far into a savage
country.



It seems strange that just four weeks after the foundation of Perth, Captain Dance could not recall
whether his wife chose to use a stone or a tree to mark the occasion. The Dances remained in the
colony for three years and during that time the commander and his men were employed in exploration
and providing assistance to the struggling colonists.

Seen from a distance the new town resembled a large military encampment. The vice-regal tent stood
on the crest of a slight hill overlooking the river in the grounds of the present Government House. This
location later became an area of lawn near the tennis court. Where the ballroom now stands there
was once a pretty flower-filled ravine and a flowing stream. Members of the 63rd Regiment
meanwhile occupied a large section of open land between what later became Barrack and Pier
Streets. The cantonment was bounded on the north and south by the future St Georges Terrace and
Hay Street. The officers' tents were erected on the site of today's Burt Memorial Hall. Likewise those
of the non-commissioned officers were positioned in an area eventually taken up by the old Treasury
buildings on the corner of Barrack Street and the Terrace. A temporary gaol was located where the
Deanery now stands and it was on the corner of this block that Midgegooroo was hanged for murder.
In the centre of the square stood the military hospital, surrounded by a row of soldiers' tents. St
James's Church, a makeshift building, 50 feet by 20 feet was built by soldiers on the site, later
occupied by the State's first university in Irwin Street. Featuring a thatched roof and walls made of
rushes, the tiny Rush Church was completed in time to celebrate the colony's first Christmas service in
1829. On 19 January 1836, the last of the huts erected by the soldiers in Barrack Square were
destroyed by fire. By then, only a few of the original rush huts built in 1829 remained standing on the
outskirts of the town.

Between June and December 1829, eighteen vessels arrived at Swan River. Surveyor-General John
Septimus Roe, who occupied a demanding position during the colony's formative years was
responsible for the layout of the new town's main streets and also for surveying the grants allotted to
anxious settlers. The first sale of allotments was held on 5 September 1829 and among the principal
purchasers were the Reverend J Wittenoom, Captain F Irwin, Mary Hodges and Messrs G Leake and
P Smith. The majority of houses built faced St Georges Terrace and followed the contour of the river
towards Mt Eliza which was the dominating element in the setting. In the centre of the proposed town
the largest trees were cut down and the land cleared for future streets, although for many years these
were no more than names on a survey plan. Lack of finance and labour meant that the first made
road in the colony, stretching from Perth to Mt Eliza, did not commence until 1833.

As on Garden Island and in Fremantle, colonists initially occupied primitive accommodation. For
example the Purkis family's large tent complete with fly was erected on the site of the future Bank
West building on the corner of St Georges Terrace and William Street. For easier living, the tent was
divided into three bedrooms and lined with blankets and in an attempt to make their humble abode
more comfortable, mats were placed over a layer of blackboy rushes spread evenly over the floor. A
second tent was erected for use as dining and living quarters and four smaller canvas dwellings were
used by the servants brought out with them. For reasons of safety, deep trenches were excavated
around the tents to prevent the approach of snakes and unfamiliar animals. The family, who arrived in
February 1830, lived for almost two years under these conditions before building a four-roomed
dwelling on the Terrace

By the end of 1830, the Swan River Colony's population stood at 1500, excluding military personnel
and visitors and within two years the upper reaches of the Swan at Guildford, along the banks of the
Canning River and beyond the Darling Ranges at York boasted small settlements. Labour was scarce
however, and the fatigue party of soldiers put at the disposal of Henry Willey Reveley, Civil Engineer
to the Colony were far from energetic. In 1831, annoyed by their lack of performance, he complained
to both Peter Brown, the Colonial Secretary and Major Irwin. As a result, a decision was made to
provide an extra allowance to workers approved by Mr Reveley. The scheme was obviously
successful for by early 1831 apart from buildings at Garden Island and Fremantle, the Public Works
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Department had erected near the present Perth Council House, a temporary ‘framed and boarded’
residence and office for the Lieutenant Governor James Stirling. They had also completed among
other works four public offices and one smaller office as well as a small stone jetty for use as a landing
place for departmental workmen. Stirling's first quarters in Perth leaked so badly that official
correspondence had to be written under an umbrella when it rained. The foundation stone of a
second more substantial vice-regal residence built behind the present lodge in the Government House
gardens was partly paid for by Stirling. Not overly large by today's standards, the house which had a
stuccoed finish and columned portico was demolished in 1887. By then the sovereign's representative
was living in the convict-built building we see today.

Until the gold boom era, Western Australia showed few signs of being the progressive city originally
visualised by Stirling. Indeed in 1870, almost half a century after Foundation, an article featured in
The Melbourne Argus described Perth as 'a quiet little town of some 3000 inhabitants spread out in
straggling allotments down to the water's edge, intermingled with gardens and shrubberies and half
rural in its aspect'. It appears that either side of St Georges Terrace was lined with garden fences with
houses set a short way back from the road. Noting 'the pretty site and healthy climate' the visiting
journalist was surprised that although there were several large stores, very few shops existed. ‘The
main streets are macadamised' he wrote, 'but the outlying ones and most of the footpaths retain their
native state from the loose sand - the all pervading element of Western Australia - productive of
intense glare or much dust in the summer and dissolving into slush during the rainy season'.

Today, many of us tend to overlook the hardships endured by those who founded this great State.
Although a number of early settlers could not cope with the dark side of colonisation and eventually
returned to the land of their birth, mostly to our benefit recognised that Western Australia had a future.
One newcomer, obviously a man of vision, felt moved enough to become the colony's self-appointed
Wordsworth. Perhaps influenced by the English poet's Upon Westminster Bridge he composed an
optimistic piece of poetry from a vantage point on Mt Eliza. Signed Anon, it appeared in the Perth
Gazette on 26 December 1835, just six years after Perth was founded:

On Mount Eliza's gently swelling height
Musing of late, | sat and strained my sight
To catch within its orb the full expanse

On such a spot as this, how sweet to feel

The charms of nature o'er our senses steal:

When Peace reflected from its sunny spots

Soothes the sad mind and drowns all memory's blots.

And as its genial influence leads us on
Long ere by stern Necessity's command.
The Emigrant had sought this distant land.

Though the Swan in graceful turnings glide.

No cheerful boat has ever stem"d its tide

Or merry barks, with white sails deck'd its face.
Or skim"d its surface with their magical pace:
Nought e'er disturbed its silent, peaceful strand.
Save then the Native Savage, spear in hand.
Came from his pathless wood to try his skill.

By hunger led, the finny prey to kill.

From fancied scenes like these | turn with pride,
To view the works of man on every side



To thee, fair Perth, where, peeping through the trees
Thine houses glitter and full well must please

The eyes of one who fondly loves to mark

These fairy visions springing from the dark

When first our hardy Colonists, with zeal
Commenced their hopeful task with trusty steel

Not e'en their dreams by fancy coloured high

E'er pictured all that here is gay reality:

Thick clustering dwellings now uprear their heads,

In pleasing contrast to their leafy beds.

Say then, what thoughts shall fill the Exile's mind.
When cast on foreign wiles a home to find.

Who daily strives his anxious cares to cheer.

And forms around him all he holds most deatr:
Then, if success he should at length attain

He loves it more, for all its toil and pain

With pride surveys the scenes he'd helped to trace
On what was once a drear and desert place.

With feelings such as these | love the sight

Which greets the eye from off this wood-crowned height.
And oft times wander to this shady place.

With fondly curious eye intent to trace

Some new raised structure or some pleasing green
That lends fresh beauty to the changing scene

Or watch beneath my ken some freighted boat

In silence pass and onward gaily float

O'er Melville Water, dancing on its flight.

Its white sail lessening though it still looks bright
Fleet messenger of Trade that daily finds

A sure assistance from alternate winds.

Here Belches Point, whose stretching sides extend
And form at length the banks, by which descend
Fair Canning stream, that flows with gentle force.
Or Swan's blue flood that comes from distant source:
Oft as these scenes | view, new hopes will spring
Of future greatness, which each year must bring.
And in my mind's eye fondly view each grace
Which fance loves to form on many a place

Land of my adoption, onward is thy way

In spite of all that prejudice can say

Detraction's tongue shall never more have weight.
She's done her worst and sent for all her hate.

In this secured, let each one do his best

Our sunny clime will work out all the rest.



