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Samuel Amess (1826–1898) 
From the Australian Dictionary of Biography by J. Ann Hone 

This article was published in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 3, (MUP), 1969 

Samuel Amess, 1869-70 

Samuel Amess (1826-1898), building contractor, was born at Newburgh, Fife, Scotland, son of 
Samuel Amess, miller, and his wife Elizabeth, née Fotheringham. On leaving private school he was 
apprenticed to a stonemason. In 1852 he sailed to Victoria and after some success at the goldfields 
was able to start as a building contractor early in 1853 in Melbourne. He bought land in William 
Street and the house he built there remained his home until his death. Amess built the Treasury, the 
'Old Exchange', the Customs House, the Kew Lunatic Asylum (a contract of about £120,000), the 
Government Printing Office and many country railway stations. He was the contractor for the west 
facade of Parliament House but in 1883 was involved in a dispute over the facing stone and lost the 
contract. In the 1870s he was regarded as Melbourne's foremost building contractor and in 1873 was 
the first president of the Builders and Contractors Association.   

In 1864 Amess was elected to the Melbourne City Council. As mayor in 1869-70 he organized and 
paid for the ceremonies and festivities associated with the opening of the new town hall in August 
1870. Amess commissioned Henry Kendall and Charles Horsley to write a cantata for the concert 
which 4500 people attended, and he gave a magnificent fancy dress ball at which 3000 guests dined 
on boars' heads, sucking pigs, jellies and champagne. Amess described his 'sparing the corporable 
funds' as 'a simple act of duty … The contrary course would have left room for cavilling and question, 
alike humiliating and vexatious to the members of the City Council'. 

Amess was an alderman and a justice of the peace and though he grew less active in business he 
remained a trusted municipal figure. He represented the city council on the Metropolitan Board of 
Works and the Harbor and Tramway Trusts. He was a member of the West Melbourne Presbyterian 
Church and Literary Institute. He also spent his retirement in improving his property on Churchill 
Island in Westernport Bay which he stocked with horses, quail, pheasants, rabbits and Highland cattle. 
Aged 71 he died on 2 July 1898 after a short illness aggravated by his insistence on attending to his 
public duties. He was survived by three of his six sons (educated at Melbourne Grammar School) and 
two daughters. His wife Jane, daughter of Ralph Straughan, whom he had married in 1849, 
predeceased him. 
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This article was first published in hardcopy in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 3, (MUP), 
1969 

Where he lived: 
In the early 1860s, the Amess timber yard and office were in William Street beyond A‟Beckett Street, 
with empty land either side. His residence was here also. At the time the bowling club was formed at a 
meeting at the Sabloniere Hotel, cnr Queen and A‟Beckett Streets.  

In the next street Amess built six terrace houses named “Northumberland Terrace”, on the corner of 
William and A‟Beckett Streets. He and his family occupied the house on the corner of A‟Beckett, i.e. 
No. 1 Northumberland Terrace. Number 2 was occupied by Rev A Robertson, minister of the West 
Melbourne Presbyterian Church which was on the corner of William and Lonsdale Streets, of which 
Amess was a trustee and devoted member of the congregation, with permanent seats for his family in 
pew number 120. Amess remained in the same house until his death. In fact, he died there. 

In life, he walked past five terrace houses to reach his office and yard. He walked down William 
Street a block and a half to go to church. From 1867-79 he crossed A‟Beckett Street, passed the West 
Melbourne Orderly room (used by Colonial Volunteer forces) to the bowling green on William Street. 
From 1879 he only had to cross William Street to the bowling green in Flagstaff Gardens. He was a 
bowling enthusiast, and held several executive positions both locally and with the state organisation. 

Amess was also a leading light in the West Melbourne Literary Institute, which was conveniently 
located for him on the corner of William and Little Lonsdale Streets. 

Research by Dr John Hirst.  

 

Amess as an Employer 
The Eight Hours Day anniversary committee of 1898 acknowledged Samuel Amess as one of the 
employers prominent in the movement at its earliest stages in the 1850s. This movement aimed to 

Amess 
house  
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reduce working hours, which at that time went from dawn til dusk. The movement‟s slogan was 
“Eight hours work, eight hours recreation, and eight hours rest”. The modern Labour Day (Moomba) 
is meant to be a commemoration of the Eight Hours Day. 

In 1875, Samuel Amess was among the mason contractors who agreed to pay their workers weekly 
instead of fortnightly. This was to mitigate the suffering caused to workers‟ families by having to wait 
two weeks for cash to buy food. 

It is also worth noting that Amess had a reputation for safe work practices, as pointed out in the article 
on the building of the first Melbourne Post Office. This was fairly unusual at the time. 

Service to the Government 
As well as serving for the two years of the Royal Commission into Noxious Trades, Cr Amess also 
served on the Select Committee into extensive dock accommodation, August 1872. Despite the 
massive immigration of the 1850s and 1860s, Melbourne did not have decent docking facilities at 
Williamstown until after this Select Committee.  

Even as he grew older, he continued to work on public matters. Amess was appointed to the Honorary 
Board of Advice on the Fishing Industry in December 1893. Subjects they were to look into sound 
amazingly modern: the limits within which nets may be used for fishing; the times and seasons at 
which the taking of any species of fish shall commence or cease; the regulations to be made regarding 
the description and form of nets of be used, and the size of the meshes thereof; the conditions and 
restrictions necessary for the regulation of fishing; the effectual protection and improvement of fish, 
and government and management of any waters in which fishing may be carried on; the registration of 
all boats engaged in fishing; the species of fish to be protected, and the weights of fish below which 
they should not be caught; the carriage of fish by railways, and storage; the best means of transmitting 
fish from the fishing grounds to the markets; the general improvement of the fishing industry. 
(Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo and Omeo Chronicle, 19 December 1893.) 

In the bust times of the late 1880s, Samuel Amess was forefront in a group of contractors trying to get 
a bill through parliament to protect their contracts from the insolvency of employers, and therefore 
protect their workers. Amess referred to several cases in which contractors had been very heavy losers 
through the fraudulent proceedings of their employers, who frequently mortgaged the land upon which 
buildings were in course of construction, and then became insolvent. Under those circumstances the 
Government was asked to introduce a bill to give better security to contractors. (Geelong Advertiser, 
22 Aug 1871, p.3) 

Service to the Melbourne City Council: 
Amess was elected to the Bourke Ward of the Melbourne City Council in 1864, was Mayor in 1869-
70, and became an Alderman in 1879, guaranteeing him a seat on the Melbourne City Council for life. 
He was the second-oldest councillor at the time of his death. 

Committees on which Amess sat, or chaired, included the Board of Works, the Sewerage committee, 
the Tramways Board and the Harbour Trust. Some of these positions he held simultaneously, as well 
as being the councillor for Bourke Ward (north west area from the corner of Bourke and Elizabeth 
Streets). Amess worked closely with the town clerk, Edmond FitzGibbon, an extraordinary man who 
believed in providing co-ordinated services (sewerage, drainage, transport, etc) and influenced the 
council in Amess‟s time to stop selling parkland and instead make it over to the Melbourne City 
Council for the public‟s benefit. FtizGibbon was town clerk from the 1860s to the early 1890s, when 
he became chairman of the Board of Works which then undertook the sewering and drainage of 
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Melbourne. (Amess also sat on the Board of Works) So Amess was an active liberal-minded 
councillor and supporter of FitzGibbon, at a crucial time in Melbourne‟s development. FitzGibbon 
was one of Amess‟s pallbearers at the funeral. 

Amess and FitzGibbon were a great team when it came to organising big events. When the “Flying 
Squadron” of some of Her Majesty‟s Navy ships visited in 1869, (when Amess was mayor) the two 
men worked together to organise a huge picnic to Ferntree Gully for all of the officers. They invited 
over 200 Melbourne women to accompany the officers, and arranged for horses and carriages to 
transport the 500 people, food and drink for both breakfast and lunch at Ferntree Gully, served under a 
giant marquee, and „retiring tents‟ for the ladies there (men went behind a tree, apparently!) So, 
catering for big events is not new! The only mishaps to occur for the whole day were one man being 
cut by a bottle, and a horse being killed on the way home. 

Of course the same pair of men organised all the celebrations for the opening of the Melbourne Town 
Hall, including a cantata and opera excerpts recital attended by 2,500 people, and two fancy dress 
balls, also attended by thousands. So, many thousands of invitations had to go out and the replies 
sorted. It must have been a logistics nightmare for the clerical staff in the days before computers! 

The Cannon 
Experts have agreed that Churchill Island's cannon was probably manufactured in the mid-nineteenth 
century and the size of the cannon and its construction point to it being used on board a ship. 
Everything else, however, remains a mystery, as the markings on the cannon, F RRECK, have not 
helped us to obtain any other information on its origin. So, for the time being, its genesis and original 
purpose must remain a mystery. However, there is no doubt that the cannon would have been a 
marvellous conversation piece for visitors to Churchill Island, and took pride of place in the Amess 
era at the eastern end of the garden alongside the flag pole. 
 
Amess's descendants claimed in around the turn of the century that the cannon came from the war ship 
Shenandoah, but this is not supported by the ship's manifest, as the American Civil War Round Table 
of Australia, whose members had undertaken extensive research into the Shenandoah and the cannon 
have pointed out. According to the family story, Amess claimed to have helped entertain the officers 
of the Shenandoah when that Confederate raider called into Melbourne in 1865, but he is not 
mentioned in any of the accounts of the day, or any of the histories. He was a new councillor at that 
stage, and still really finding his feet in the big business world. There is also a competing story that the 
cannon was a gift from Captain Cleeland, who is also claimed to have had connections to the 
Shenandoah, among other maritime connections. These theories have proved impossible to 
substantiate. 

The “Go To” Chairman 
During his life in Melbourne Amess appears often in the Melbourne, rural Victorian and interstate 
press. There are several thousand entries about him on Trove, (the National Library of Australia‟s 
digital collection website) under „newspapers‟. People were interested in his activities – everything 
from the contracts he secured, to his involvement in the law courts, social life, who he donated money 
to, who he sent flowers to for funerals, what commissions and committees he served on, what events 
he hosted, and what meetings he chaired. 

Amess was obviously a very good chairman, as he was constantly reported as being elected to be 
chairman on many different occasions: Builders and Contractors Association meetings; meetings 
between the Association and the workers‟ organisations (fore-runners of unions); Presbyterian church 
assembly meetings; meetings of businesses in which he held shares, council committees, bowling club 
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and association, Literary Society, etc., etc. This was especially so during the 1870s and 1880s when he 
was at the height of his powers in business and civic life. 

Amess was also chairman for two years of the New Town Hall Committee, responsible for the 
building of the Melbourne Town Hall. In that role, Amess had to convince the majority of the 
councillors to actually fund and undertake the building of a Town Hall. It was therefore fitting that he 
was the mayor at the time of the Town Hall‟s opening. In gratitude, the councillors presented Amess 
with a gold chain valued at £250, which was a pittance compared with the many thousands of pounds 
Amess paid out for all of the festivities associated with the Town Hall‟s opening. 

An example from The Age Thursday 12 August 1886, page 6 BUILDERS’LIME AND CEMENT COMPANY 

The shareholders of the Melbourne Builders’ Lime and Cement Company held their half-yearly 

meeting at Phair’s Hotel last evening; Mr Samuel Amess, chairman of directors, presiding. The report 

submitted showed that the business was prosperous, the profits allowing a considerable amount to 

be carried to the reserve fund, beside paying the usual 10 per cent dividend. A vote of thanks to the 

chairman terminated its business. 

National Library of Australia. 

The Gold Chain 
Three years after the presentation of the gold chain, the chain went missing. Amess somewhat sullied 
his reputation by being caught rifling the Melbourne City Council staff lockers, to no avail. Amess 
then asked the detective service for help, and when they uncovered nothing, he went to a private 
detective, Mr Otto Berliner, who suspected a former employee of the Amess household. Both Berliner 
and Amess went to the home of her then employer, bank manager Mr Hyndman, where Amess stood 
by while Berliner searched the servant‟s box, read her letters and “spoke to her in such a bounceable 
way that he made her cry”. Berliner found nothing and he and Amess left. The servant was so angry 
that she took them both to court to get damages of $100 from each.  I have been unable to find out if 
the damages were ever paid, but the gold chain has never been discovered. 
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Amess Street, North Carlton 
Amess Street in North Carlton is named in Cr Samuel Amess‟s honour. Although it has always been 
mainly residential, there have been a number of long-running enterprises in Amess Street. At 
Louisville on the Macpherson Street corner Louis Soumprou ran dancing classes until 1930. Then, at 
the time when the Jewish presence in North Carlton was at its strongest, up to 200 children a day 
attended after-school Hebrew classes in that building. After 1940 it was a reception hall and caterers 
and later housed the local RSL.  

Condon's dairy ran for more than 50 years on the corner of a lane at 21-23 where it was succeeded in 
the 1950s by the Enoteca Sileno. For about the same length of time there was another dairy in an 
attractive building at 267. Across the road, shops at 294 and 308 served the northern end of the street 
for many decades. The Union Hat Mills at 86-92 were operating before 1900. When they closed in the 
mid-50s the building housed Metro Knitting Mills.  (Carlton Community History Group.) 

Amess on Churchill Island 
Amess used Churchill Island as an escape from the pollution of Melbourne for his family and friends, 
of which he had many. He had served on the Royal Commission into noxious trades – such as 
abattoirs and slaughterhouses, tanneries, piggeries, blood and bone manufacturers, tallow chandlers, 
soap makers, preserved meat makers, “Night closet” (human excrement) dealers, breweries, wool 
scourers, glue factories, etc. – in 1870-71, and this may well have led to his decision to buy Churchill 
Island the following year and build the type of house that he built. The Royal Commission was not 
just a desk-top exercise. During the course of the commission‟s time they inspected 121 general 
noxious businesses, 18 abattoirs and slaughterhouses; 15 boiling down establishments; 6 bone mills; 3 
breweries; 3 glue works; 3 meat preserving companies; 16 piggeries; 11 soap and candle works; 20 
tanneries; 15 woolscouring establishments and 12 earth closet manure depots. This they did in both 
summer and winter to gauge the maximum odour levels. At that time it was still believed that 
„miasmas‟ (gasses) arising from pollution were the principal cause of disease. There were no such 
things as health inspectors, no licensing of noxious premises, no sewerage and no proper drainage – 
all of which were recommended in the Royal Commission‟s final far-reaching report. Little wonder 
that Samuel sought refuge in the clean air of Churchill Island! 

Another factor for the building of the house could have been a ready supply of Baltic pine, which may 
have been left over from the lining of the Kew Lunatic Asylum, completed in 1871 – one of Amess‟s 
larger contracts. The flooring and dado lining of Amess House are all made from Baltic pine. 

The house was designed with nine external doors and two external „passages‟, via the front and back 
verandahs, so that visitors to the house gained maximum benefit from the sea air. Also, the children‟s 
room has its own external door so that the children could come and go without disturbing the adults. 
So the house, although comparatively modest for such a wealthy man, is of advanced design. 

The Visitors Book from the Amess era, a copy of which we have in the collection, is full of statements 
by visitors about the health benefits of holidaying on Churchill Island, even for just a few days. The 
Visitors Book is also a “who‟s who” of Melbourne society of the era. (see the sources section) 

Almost everyone in the nineteenth century did a lot of walking, and Samuel and his visitors to 
Churchill Island were no exception. There are quite a few photos in the CI collection of Samuel and 
his family members and friends taken at locations around the island‟s coast, indicating that walking 
around the island was one of the pass-times enjoyed when visiting here. Shooting, fishing and boating 
were popular outdoor activities, while card playing, charades, and even cooking were indoor activities, 
according to the visitors‟ comments in the book. 
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Shooting was a big pastime on Churchill Island from 1872-1963. Amess was a member of the 
Victorian Acclimatisation Society and consequently stocked Churchill Island with various 
animals and birds which he and his friends could shoot. These included pheasants, for which 
he imported Clumber Spaniels especially to hunt the pheasants. At the 1883 Melbourne dog 
show Amess exhibited two of these dogs, Tricksy and Rattler, imported from the Duke of 
Newcastle (who was instrumental in the development of the breed). However, there were 
Clumbers on Churchill Island from at least 1878 as Amess had a different pair of Clumbers in 
the National Agricultural Society of Victoria's spring show that year. 

Amess historic photos that follow are from the collection of the Department of Land, Environment, 
Water and Planning, Historic Places. Copies held in the Churchill Island collection. 

 

Amess’s Clumber Spaniels on Churchill Island, circa 1885. 

 

Of course he also had Highland cattle. Please read the first-hand description of Amess‟s Churchill 
Island farming enterprise by Bruni in the sources section of this booklet. 
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A Highland cow at left and mixed breed cattle, Churchill Island, circa 1885. 

Amess‟s attachment to Churchill Island can be seen in his maintaining the island as his own 
„kingdom‟, even well after he had transferred the title to his son, also Samuel Amess – probably a 
business decision, rather than indicating he had finished with the island. 

The family tree which we have in the collection shows that there were four generations of Samuel 
Amess. Cr Amess was a son of a Samuel Amess, and Cr Amess went on to have a Samuel Amess who 
also had a Samuel Amess. But Churchill Island had a sad end in the Amess family, as the fourth 
Samuel Amess was imprisoned for embezzlement, struck of the barristers register and declared 
bankrupt, so had to sell Churchill Island, which is when Gerald Buckley bought the island. The 
curator actually had a visit from the fourth Samuel‟s grandson, David Jickell, some years ago. David 
had no time at all for his grandfather and told the curator that the scoundrel sold the Melbourne 
residence from under the grandfather‟s wife and family. Cr Amess as a staunch Presbyterian, famous 
law-abiding and community-minded citizen, would have been mortified! 

 

Cr Amess at cannon (note original carriage), The younger man at right is probably his son Robert, 
who had two daughters, who are probably the girls in the identical straw hats with a friend. The 
woman is most likely Jane Amess, given her size and age. Circa 1885 
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Amess sitting under Moonah with son? friend? On beach. Circa 1885. 

 

Amess surveying the bay at a fence going out into the mudflats. Circa 1885. 
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Amess House, partly covered in ivy. Probably family members around Cr Amess (on step). Circa 
1885. 

 

Churchill Island servants at Rogers Cottages, Circa 1885. Note the gleaming cookware. 
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A beautiful and sensitive portrait of a little boy making mischief hanging (possibly) grandpa’s coat on 
an old-growth tree. This photo tells us a lot about what a great place Churchill Island must have been 
for children as well as adults (and still is!). Circa 1885. 

 

 

Amess items in the Churchill Island collection: 
We have the following Amess items in the collection. They are: 

 The SA branding iron (kept in storage at present) 
 Cr Amess‟s hymn book, inscribed by him with his name, date and pew number (kept in 

storage) 
 The cedar chest in the children‟s bedroom 
 The cup, saucer and plate set hand-painted with swallows by Cr Amess‟s spinster daughter 

Margaret. (on display on the kitchen cabinet) (Margaret wore a swallow decorated frock as a 
child to the Mayoral Ball for the opening of the Melbourne Town Hall.) 

 The Minnie Laurence oil painting of Moonahs and CI coast. Minnie was an Amess cousin 
who spent a great deal of time on CI  in the late 19th century (on display in the drawing room) 

 The Minnie Laurence sketch book, with many sketches done on CI (very fragile, kept in 
storage) 

 Two matching framed oil paintings of the CI coast, possibly painted by Margaret or Minnie, 
but unsigned; circa 1880s. Given by Margaret to her maid. (on display in dining room 
alongside the sideboard) 

 An embroidered white on white supper cloth, embroidered by Margaret Laurence (in storage) 
 A damask dining room white cloth with “M Amess” written on it in Indian ink (in storage) 
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 A 100 piece collection of lace garments and (mainly) lace trim, with 3 fur seal items, collected 
over 100 years by four generations of Amess women, starting with Cr Amess‟s wife Jane. 
(fragile – in storage) 

 A digital collection of about 35 photos from the Amess era taken on Churchill Island, from the 
Historic Places section of DELWP. (on CI office computer) 

 A good photocopy of the Amess Churchill Island Visitors‟ Book from 1881-1902 (in binder 
on reference shelves in Rangers Office) 

 The origin of the pairs of Highland cattle horns above the dining room door is unknown, but 
they possibly date from Amess‟s cattle.?? 

 The framed copies of the Kew Lunatic Asylum in the AH dining room are exact copies of the 
originals. 

 A4 book of Amess family genealogy, compiled by a current Amess family member. 
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SOURCE MATERIAL 
The following newspaper reports, visitors book entries and other material has been 
selected to give the reader insight into Cr Samuel Amess the man and his lifestyle, some 
of the buildings he constructed, beliefs and practices in society during his era, and some 
specific information about Amess‟s co-worker for the city of Melbourne, Edmond 
FitzGibbon. Most of the articles are preceded by an explanatory paragraph to put them 
into historical context. These comments were written by Christine Grayden and appear 
in bold print before the excerpts. 

 

For much of Amess‟s active life, an article would appear in the press about some aspect 
of his life at least every few months, if not every few weeks. This article, which tells us 
something of Amess‟s character and political style, appeared just after he had become 
mayor: 

Samuel Amess, Esq, Mayor of Melbourne 

Mr Amess is a native of Scotland, having been born in 1826 at Newburgh, Fifeshire. Arriving 

in Melbourne in 1852, he went with other mining adventurers to Forest Creek and was very 

successful. He returned to Melbourne in 1853, and almost immediately afterwards 

commenced business as a contractor. For this business, which he has pursued ever since, he 

is every way fitted, both by early training as a mason, persevering industry, entire devotion 

to everything he undertakes, and by his integrity of character. 

His works embrace the Exchange building in Williams street, erected in 1855; some of the 

leading stores in the city; the Ballarat Railway Station; the last two contracts for the 

completion of the General Post Office; the Kew Lunatic Asylum, recommenced in 1868, after 

the failure of Mr Young’s contract, and still in process of erection. 

After repeated requests to become a member of the City Corporation, Mr Amess at length 

consented to accept a very large requisition which was presented to him in November 1864 

by the residents in Bourke Ward, and was chosen without opposition. He still continues to 

represent that ward, as it has never been contested against him since his first election. 

While a member of the corporation he has served in the Public Works and Sewerage 

Committees, and has been two years chairman of the New Town Hall Committee. On the 9th 

October, he was elected Mayor by a majority of one vote over Mr Harbison, the other 

candidate. To many, his elevation to the civic sovereignty is a matter of satisfaction, as he 

has, during the whole period of his connection with the corporation, been a consistent 

advocate of liberal measures and reforms. We may add that the position of dignity he has 

now reached was not sought by him, but was pressed upon him by frequent and urgent 

solicitations.  

During his mayoralty it is expected that he will have the honour of opening the new Town 

Hall. It is but right that he should, since it is mainly owing to his efforts, energy and 
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perseverance, in the face of what was at first a large majority, that the noble pile owes its 

existence. 

Illustrated Australian News for Home Readers, Monday 8 November 1869, p.203 

Amess and Churchill Island 

This famous article by a visitor to Churchill Island in 1888, known to us only as 
“Bruni”, is a detailed account of a visit to Churchill Island at that time. Bruni travelled 
by train and steamer. But when Amess bought Churchill Island in 1872, he, his family 
and friends would either have had to take a steamer from Port Phillip around to 
Western Port, probably then transferring to a local trader, or take the Cobb & Co 
coach from Melbourne, spend a night in Frankston, travel across the Mornington 
Peninsula the next day, then catch a paddle steamer from Hastings to Cowes, and onto a 
local trader to get to Churchill Island. What a business! Especially with six children. 
Because Amess had a farming enterprise on Churchill Island, he would have had 
servants permanently living there and would only have had to have brought the 
children‟s Nanny with them (assuming they had one) from Melbourne each time they 
went to the island. 

The Australasian, 7 April 1888, p.18 

AN ISLAND FARM. 

By BRUNI.  

It will probably be news to most of the readers of The Australasian to learn that the land first 

cultivated in Victoria was not at Portland Bay, when the Messrs. Henty formed their 

permanent settlement at that place, but on an islet in Westernport Bay, where, as early as 

1801, Captain Grant, of H.M.S. Lady Nelson, planted a number of cereals, fruits, and 

vegetables. He was greatly taken with the beauty of the isle, and thus the old discoverer 

speaks of it:- " Indeed, I was anxious to mark my predilection for the spot on account of its 

beautiful situation, insomuch that I scarcely know of a place I should sooner call mine than 

this little island." In the month of April, 1801, Captain Grant caused a piece of land to be 

cleared and prepared for the seed, but here a difficulty arose. They had on board neither 

spade nor hoe, but an old coal-shovel was found, which, as the soil was of a very free loamy 

description, answered well enough. The seeds planted were given to Captain Grant by Mr. 

John Churchill, of Dawlish, and Captain Grant named the island after him. In the December 

following Captain Grant again visited the island, when he found the wheat nearly ripe and 

about 6ft high. The onions had gone to seed, but the potatoes had almost entirely 

disappeared. 

Churchill Island, I have been told, was taken up as a selection, and was bought by Mr. 

Samuel Amess well on for a score of years ago. It was then in a very neglected state, the 

fencing being of the worst description, and the improvements of the most indifferent 

character. Since it came into Mr. Amess's possession the old log fences have been cleared 

away, and substantial post and rail fences erected in their stead. Many trees have been 
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planted for shelter, for the west wind comes over the narrow neck in Phillip Island with 

great force. So bitter is its breath that few foreign trees save the Pinus insignia can 

withstand it. A comfortable rural villa has been built, with ample accommodation for any 

number of visitors, and that accommodation is often severely tested, for Mr. Amess loves to 

have his friends with him. Though so long known as a city man Mr. Amess has a liking for 

stock breeding, and he has on his island farm for many years past owned the only herd of 

West Highland cattle in Victoria. The only cattle of this breed other than those on Churchill 

Island that I know of in Australia are the three Highland cattle, one bull and two cows, 

purchased about eighteen months ago in Melbourne by Mr. Godfrey Mackinnon, and now 

kept on his Riverine estate. 

Having heard of the West Highlanders, and of some experiments Mr. Amess has made in 

crossing them with other breeds, I was anxious to see the result, and an opportunity 

occurring, I started from Melbourne on a very hot morning last week, bound for Churchill 

Island. On the arrival of the morning train at Frankston, I found two coaches waiting at the 

station to convey passengers to Hastings. The drive across is a very uninteresting one, the 

country being a poorly-grassed land, mostly quite unfit for agriculture. I noticed, however, 

that where the orchards were attended to, the trees had a very healthy appearance. The 

railway from Frankston to Hastings is within sight of the road for the greater part of the way, 

and to judge by what could be seen from the coach, it will soon be completed. 

Hastings is a very small place, and as the terminus of the railway will be at a much prettier 

spot a few miles further down the bay, it is not likely to be greatly enlarged by being brought 

into railway communication with the metropolis. The smart little steamer Vixen was at the 

pier end, and soon we were on our way to the open bay. At Cowes, which does not seem to 

have grown much the last half-dozen years, we landed the most of our passengers. Our next 

place of call was Rhyll, which is certainly the prettiest place I have seen on Phillip Island. A 

fine high bank of moderate-sized hills shelter it from the cold west wind, and it possesses 

the great advantage of having an excellent harbour, where the steamer can come alongside 

the pier in all weathers. Again we steamed on, and about six miles further eastward we 

came abreast of Churchill Island. Captain Clarke hoisted a flag and blew the steam whistle as 

a signal that he had a passenger on board, but no boat put out, and I was taken on to that 

most melancholy of all settlements, Newhaven. It was evident my arrival was not expected, 

and I made a mental resolve never again to put a letter in a pillar-box. From Newhaven I had 

the hottest walk I ever undertook, and on reaching the point opposite the island I heard a 

cooee from the shore fully half a mile back. I had to retrace my steps, and in a state of utter 

collapse was carried across the shallow water by the boatman and dropped into the boat. 

Seen from the bay Churchill Island gives one the idea that it is as good as it is good-looking, 

and on landing my first action was to look at the soil. I found it even better than I expected. 

It is of a loamy nature, and looks more like brown rappee snuff than anything else. The 

pasture on the way up to the house was as close as velvet-pile and almost as fine. I have 

seen no grass land like it save in Tasmanian fields in the Midland district, or what I 

remember of the pastures on the Southdowns. Not a tussock or patch of rough grass was to 

be seen, but everywhere that short, close carpet of velvet verdure. There had been more 
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rain over the bay than we have had in Melbourne, and there was consequently a fine spring 

in the grass. Under the shade of a magnificent Pinus insignia I found Mr. Amess, and from 

him I received a warm welcome, together with something to assuage the pangs of the 

Sahara-like thirst I had brought with me. 

My first excursion was through the extensive garden and plantation, and here I gained an 

idea of the fertility of the soil and the excellence of the climate. There was no fruit save on 

the apple trees, but on every hand there was a wealth of verdure. Round the house the 

ground was fairly strewn with the passion fruit, which here grows with a luxuriance I have 

never seen equalled. Strawberries, raspberries, and gooseberries produce abundance of the 

finest fruit. The fig is as prolific; the apple-trees, I could see, were loaded; it was the same 

with the walnut and the mulberry, while a fine olive was fairly loaded with good-sized 

berries. The camellias might almost be called trees. They were nine feet high, full of buds, 

and the glossy dark leaves spoke of perfect health. Tall as they are Mr Amess told me he had 

to top the loftiest as he thought they were running up too high. 

Encircling the flower garden was a very pretty dwarf hedge trimmed to perfection. As the 

plant was unknown to me, I inquired its name and found it was the ironwood or lignum vitae 

0f Phillip Island. It is admirably suited to the purpose of a dwarf hedge being of close growth, 

and having a very pretty foliage. On this verandah was a large creeper, which, at first, I took 

for the Zichia Molly, but found it was a plant growing only on Churchill Island and a small 

portion of Phillip Island close by. It is a fine creeper having a good foliage and very 

handsome clusters of pink flowers. In the plantation close by we found several specimens of 

this plant growing wild; it is, however, not easily cultivated. Outside the plantation I saw a 

specimen of the mountain ti-tree, which is also, I believe, peculiar to the island. It is a tree of 

considerable size, attaining at times a height of about 30ft, with a diameter of nearly 2ft. 

The wood is extremely hard, and the grain greatly contorted. It will not split; consequently it 

was spared the axe of the first settlers. It is owing to this defect, from a bushman's point of 

view, that so many fine specimens of this tree are left on the island. The leaf is like the 

paper-bark titree of Westernport Bay, and the blossom is like a small bottle-brush. 

In one of the fields I found the little herd of West Highland cattle. Anyone who has seen the 

pictures in the Public Library would recognise them at once. There is no mistaking the type; 

once seen they can be forever after recognised. In colour they are pure blacks and reddish 

yellow-about half of each. The originals of this herd were imported by Mr Amess about 12 

years ago. They were from one of the finest herds in the Isle of Skye, and were bred by a 

cousin of the late Mr Robert McDougall of Arundel. The imported cattle consisted of one 

bull and two cows, all black. I learned from Mr Amess that the colours of the pure cattle are 

pure black and yellow, and that each colour will breed the other, but that they are never 

mixed, nor is a pure beast ever marked with white. I had many a good look at these bonny 

little beasts, and the more I looked at them the more I liked them. Though not lengthy they 

are as square as a box. They have a magnificent arch to the rib, and are remarkably deep. 

They are not taking cattle as two year olds, but afterwards improve greatly in appearance. 

They all carry a most fashionable bang on their foreheads, and their coats are about twice as 

heavy as the most mossy-coated shorthorn in the west. The male calves are seldom reared, 
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the farm being of limited extent, but occasionally a steer has been kept. One that was 

slaughtered some little time ago was estimated by the local butcher to weigh 500lb., and, to 

his astonishment, it turned the scale at 750lb., and the beast was under three years old. The 

heifers are regularly milked, and though the quantity given is not to be compared with that 

of the Ayrshires or Alderneys, it is extremely rich. Crosses have been tried with Ayrshires and 

Brittanies, and both have succeeded well. The best milker on the island for quantity and 

quality is a cross with the West Highland bull and a pure Brittany cow. She is a handsome, 

well grown heifer, showing the prepotency of the older and purer breed, but with white 

hairs showing in her coat, and with a white tip to her tail. The cross with the Ayrshire also 

bears a great resemblance to the High-land cattle. Indeed, in some instances, a careless 

observer would fail to note any difference between the pure bred and the cross, so 

pronounced is the type of the West Highlanders. The herd at present numbers about 30 

head, all told. There is a little flock of 70 sheep on the island, consisting of merinos, 

Southdowns, their crosses, and a cross with Leicesters and merinos. The Southdowns looked 

remarkably well; but the cross preferred by Mr Amess is that of the merino and Leicester. I 

would like to see the experiment of keeping a flock of pure Southdowns fairly carried out. I 

fancy with the short sweet pastures of the island they would give a mutton that could not be 

surpassed. Near the house are some extensive piggeries, in which I found a few fairly good 

Berkshire sows, but the boar was certainly not what he ought to be on such a place as 

Churchill Island. He is not a favourite with Mr Amess, and I fancy some disparaging remarks I 

made about him will have the effect of shortening his career. The poultry yard is a splendid 

one, and to judge by the fine, healthy appearance of the fowls, a poultry farm here would be 

a great success. 

It is difficult to guess where Captain Grant formed his little plantation on the island, but Mr 

Amess found, when he bought the property, the remains of a very old garden not far from 

the eastern shore. Some of the fruit trees now in the garden are said to be the descendants 

by grafting of the trees sown by Captain Grant. On leaving the island, the words of the old 

navigator came into my mind, and with him I could not help saying, "I scarcely know of a 

place I should sooner call mine than this little island." 

Amess family Visitors‟ Book 

The Churchill Island collection is fortunate to have a photocopy of the Amess Family 
Visitors‟ Book from 1.2.1881-3.2.1902. Here are some excerpts from the time of Cr Amess. 
The Maggie referred to is Cr Amess‟s daughter Margaret, who never married, and who loved 
Churchill Island.  

Arrived 16th December 1880.  

 I have enjoyed my holiday very much and cannot thank Mother, Father and 

especially Maggie enough for all their kindness to me and my flock of chickens (his 

children) who have got amazingly fat since we came down. Left Churchill Island 

Friday 11/2/81. 

Mr S Amess ...and Family, Albert Park, St Kilda Road. 
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 Enjoyed myself thoroughly, went ...shooting one day and shot as many as McMasters 

did – but could not manage to catch fish as well as he did. 

 Enjoyed myself thoroughly... 

Full many’s the sail I sole 
And many’s the Drink I drink 
And many’s the winning smile I smole 
And many’s the wink I wink. 
 

 Enjoyed myself thoroughly, and the greatest curiosity I saw was Maggie Forrester 

with her head floured.   

John Radcliffe, North Melbourne, 15.1.1886. 

 The same old story More prize pigs Happy and Jolly.  

John McIlwraith, Esplanade Hotel, St Kilda 5th January 1882. 

 Cannot but repeat previous remarks. Everyone very kind. Health and appetite both 

returned. Spent a very jolly and pleasant time. James S Amess, Royal Parade, 

Parkville, Melbourne. Arrived 13/12/81 Departed 14/1/82. 

 Churchill is a delightful place such a one as the Emperor of Russia would envy. The 

kindness of Mr and Mrs Amess and Miss (Margaret) Amess cannot be expressed. Our 

enjoyment has been very great and regret that our stay must be so short. My 

shooting was very poor only being able to kill when netted.  James Dodgshun, Mayor 

of Melbourne. Annie Dodgshun, Twickenham, Richmond. 

 “I know if there’s peace to be found in the world a heart that is humble may seek for 

it here.” Churchill 24.12.82 

Helen M H Gilay, Gladsmuir, Victoria Parade. 

 Enjoyed myself immensely at Churchill, especially during shell fight at Pickersgill. 

Maggie Amess, Albert Park. 

 Have seen the Old Year out and the New Year In at Churchill and now think that if 

always spent on the island, life would really be worth living.  

 “The isle is more fair than words can say 

 “A sweet little Eden on earth bright as day.” 

 Arrived at Churchill Island on Tuesday January 8th 1889 in company with Tom 

Halliday without any accident – had a good dinner then a sleep in fact filled ourselves 

that much that we could not move and after spending the evening at cards went to 

bunk. Got wakened up by the Boss next morning and spent the next two days in 
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fishing and shooting, also feeding until it was time for us to leave the island for the 

benefit of all concerned. S Stuart Amess; Thomas Halliday. 10.1.1889. 

 

Some of the Samuel Amess buildings: 

It is difficult for us to imagine now just how famous Samuel Amess was as a building contractor. 
Taking only about ten years to establish himself as the foremost contractor of major buildings in 
Melbourne, he gained a reputation for tackling even the most difficult jobs – think of the one 
metre thick stone ground floor in the substantial Treasury Building (still standing, now heritage 
listed and a museum) above the vault for the local storage of Victoria‟s incredible wealth, which 
stemmed the previous flow of cash and gold out of the state by providing a completely safe 
storage for the money and gold bullion. As a contractor Amess was fearless in leading Victoria‟s 
contractors to tackle the monopoly held by the provider of lime and cement, which led to 
damaging price-fixing in the industry for many years. He also had the reputation of being 
supportive of his workers‟ needs, and a reasonably safe operator. 

The Kew Lunatic Asylum 

The following article, giving great detail regarding the Kew Lunatic Asylum, is a good resource 
for discovering just how such a big building was constructed, and what the theories of the day 
were regarding mental illness and severe disability. Nowadays, when we believe the mentally ill 
and disabled are much better being cared for in community settings than in institutions, we 
shudder to think of hundreds of  „lunatics‟ being housed together in dormitories. However the 
Asylum showed advanced thinking in having a theatre, billiard room, recreation room and 
library for the inmates, and burying the surrounding wall in a trench so as not to interrupt the 
beautiful view from the Asylum buildings and gardens. Even so, the laundry and kitchen staff 
must have worked like slaves in awful conditions to deal with hundreds of inmates‟ dirty 
laundry and three meals a day. 

THE NEW LUNATIC ASYLUM AT KEW. The Argus, Friday 15th December 1871. 

The large pile of buildings which constitutes the new hospital for the insane at Kew is now out of the 

contractor's hands. The builder has finished his three years' task. Others have yet to come in and put 

up the walls and outhouses, as well as to supply furnishings; but the chief portion of the work is 

done, and almost immediately the occupation of the building will commence. The Kew Asylum, from 

its great size and the imposing appearance it presents, as it stands on one of the most elevated sites 

in the neighbourhood of Melbourne, is entitled to rank first among the public buildings of the colony. 

It has been erected in what is considered by those who dwell there as the healthiest and prettiest of 

the suburbs. 

From certain points to the city one can plainly see to the eastward the long white front of the 

buildings and the two conspicuous towers thrusting themselves forward from among the trees on 

the crest of the lofty ridge which marks the course of the River Yarra, a short distance above Haw-

thorn. The position is so appropriate that many years ago it forced itself on the notice of the 

Government, which, as it had not the means to build the asylum then did what seemed the next best 

thing and built two pretty lodges. For about 16 years these lodges have occupied their lonely place 

on the slopes behind the ridge, but at last their time of usefulness has come. 
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The new asylum looks down upon the scattered houses and cottages, with their gardens, and the 

fields, which form the well-known Lunatic Asylum at the Yarra Bend and are spread over a wide flat, 

on the opposite tide of the river flat which is made to seem low by the circumstance that steep hills 

rise up round about it, and on one side quite shut it in. The view from the new asylum is the finest 

which can be obtained near Melbourne. We are not accustomed to boast of the natural beauties of 

the capital of Victoria, because they are not striking but from the Kew hills a lovely prospect is 

opened up, and a fair idea is obtained of the vast extent of the city and the thickly-populated 

suburbs which lie so close round it as to be scarcely distinguished from it. The eye takes in the whole 

of the country stretching towards the Dandenong Ranges on the east, the Plenty Ranges on the 

north, and the loftier ranges to the north west, which are terminated by Mount Macedon. A large 

part of the bay is visible and its eastern boundaries are distinctly traced all the way to Arthur's Seat. 

Over a high bank in Studley Park, which starts abruptly from the side of the river, immediately 

opposite the asylum, the city itself is seen. The bank hides the greater part of the Richmond, and the 

whole of the unseemly  flat on which port of Collingwood has been built, so that tho prospect begins 

with the Eastern-hill. The churches, the Houses of Parliament (which, whatever the aspect they 

present towards the centre of the city, have a handsome front to turn to the eastward), and the 

Treasury, are all prominent objects; but the Fitzroy garden seem .dwarfed to a small clamp of shrubs. 

The view takes in to the right the whole of Fitzroy, Carlton, and Hotham, with its Benevolent Asylum, 

the Royal-park, and tho village of Brunswick, whoso pair of high chimney stacks contrast with the low 

buildings and the general flat appearance of the neighbourhood surrounding them. Williamstown 

and the shipping, with the inner portion of Hobson's Bay, occupy a place in the picture but the point 

of the hill shuts out Emerald hill and part of Sandridge. A full view, however, is obtained of Prahran, 

with the tall spire of its town-hall, and of the aristocratic suburb of St Kilda. Tho wooded hills to the 

southward rise up between the spectator and Hawthorn as well as the greater part of Kew. The 

valley of the Upper Yarra can be traced for miles and miles. The river winds almost completely round 

the now asylum grounds, and gives them a peninsular shape. The low cultivated grounds to the east 

and west have a fresh and cheerful aspect. There are the clustering buildings of the old asylum, with 

its extensive gardens, on the one hand, and on the other fertile meadows, in the valley of the river 

towards Heidelberg Vineyards crown the rising grounds. Heidelberg itself is hid by the hills, but the 

road to that pretty village- can be seen running over them like- a white streak. < More to the right 

there are rich patches of garden ground, and a dark line of evergreens stretching along one of the 

ridges which runs up from the river above Kew. On a sunny day the view is said to be beautiful, but 

the materials for the present sketch were gathered on a drizzly day, when the mountain ranges, 

instead of being clearly defined against a blue sky, were hidden by misty clouds, and the gap in the 

ranges through which the Yarra Yarra comes was scarcely discernible. 

The asylum grounds, from the fall they have both ways to the river, are dry and healthy. The slope 

towards the front is somewhat abrupt, and is broken up into alternate ridges and hollows, at present 

covered with shady wattles and stunted gums. In the opposite direction the decline is gradual, and 

affords great scope for garden-making. The entire area covers 5OO acres. Tho asylum will not stand 

in a wide open space, but be skirted by a wall 1,000 feet square. A rough notion of the general 

outline may be given by likening it to a gigantic E, with an upright atom 805ft. in length to represent 

the front, which looks towards Melbourne, and arms to stand for two several lines of houses running 

backwards at right angles for a distance of 600 foot. The front, however, is not a uniform straight 

line, nor do the arms start from the extremities. In the middle there is a block of buildings projected 

forwards from the general front and midway on each side between the central block and the ends, 

the arms are jointed on. At the point where the arms and front meet, rise two lofty towers, the most 

striking features of the whole design. They ascend to an elevation of 100ft and mount so high above 
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the roofs of the buildings generally as to give them a squat appearance. In fact, the asylum buildings 

cover so much ground that to the observer near at hand 'they seem dwarfed ; their height is 

swallowed up in their great length and depth. The central block In the foreground is loftier as well as 

more ornamental than the other part of the design. It is three stories high, while the greater portion 

of the asylum has not more than two.  

The style of architecture is described as Italian. Kew Asylum is similar in form to the already occupied 

asylums at Beechworth and Ararat; but It differs from them in the vastness of Its dimensions. No 

attempt has been made to embellish It outwardly or inwardly to any great extent. The two large 

towers, as well as two minor towers in the central block, with a cupola between them, are about the 

only conspicuous ornaments visible from the foreground. Monotony has been avoided, however, by 

alternate projections and recesses, which occur at regular intervals throughout the length and 

breadth of the buildings; so that they have the form of a series of terraces, some standing forward, 

others standing back, rather than one uniform terrace. The central block, with its two towers, 

resembles from a distance the front of a castle. The cupola reaches to a height of 92ft above the 

ground, and with its pair of adjacent towers, which are nearly as elevated, is about 40ft clear of the 

roof of the central block from which it springs upwards. This block will be the administrative branch 

of the asylum. Suites of offices and reception rooms, on the ground floor, flank the entrance-hall. To 

the right and left are two capacious rooms; the one on the north the hospital for women, the other, 

on the left, the hospital for men. 

 The first and second floors have been divided into quarters for the accommodation of the medical 

officers, and their families; they are roomy, and the front windows command an extensive view of 

Melbourne and the district beyond. The cupola overhead furnishes a still better look-out. The face of 

this centre block measures a length of 170ft. The rear windows look over the inner yards between 

the arms of the main building. 

A long narrow line of buildings, represented by the middle arm or projection of the letter E runs back 

from the central block and parallel with the two extreme arms. It is divided into several parts. The 

first, which is nearest to the administrative branch, is two-storied, and consists of a series of rooms 

above and below, which are to be fitted up as the reading-rooms and library; beyond them, on the 

upper story, the billiard-room, capacious and well lighted It looks down through openings left in the 

walls into a long hall or theatre, which absorbs nearly half the length of the entire block. This is 

named the recreation-room and when the visitor has descended the stair cases and entered it from 

the ground floor, he finds himself in a lofty and very handsome hall, which a little alteration one way 

or the other would convert into a church, a concert-room, or a theatre. This will be the scene of the 

grand amusements of the patients, and it is an elegant and judiciously-thought-of arrangement. The 

walls are coloured, up to a height of 5ft, in imitation of oak. Pilasters jut out from the walls, at 

intervals of a few feet and are connected above by the arches over the windows. The ceiling takes 

the shape of the principal rafters, and has along its middle line, from end to end, a series of large 

ventilators. The pilasters with their arches are grained  imitation of Sienna marble. The ceiling, like 

the lower walls, is of oak pattern. The length of this fine hall is 121ft., its breadth 35ft and the height 

of the ceiling where it unites with the ventilators is 30ft from the ground. It seems to be intended, 

among other purposes, for a dining-place, because at the end furthest from the billiard-room space, 

closed only by wooden slides, has been left which communicates directly with the kitchen; and there 

is a ledge beneath the opening on which trays and dishes can be set out. 

The change from the embellished interior of the recreation-room to the kitchens is striking, for, 

having traversed one or two short passages; the visitor finds himself in unadorned chambers, with 



23 
 

massive walls and stone pavement. As the wants of 700 patients will have to be provided for in the 

kitchen, the arrangements are necessarily on a large scale. At present the fittings are not in, and one 

only sees a 12ft recess at one end, which will hold the ranges, and the space is marked out in the 

middle of the floor for a series of jacketed boilers which are to be heated by steam brought up in 

tubes from a huge boiler below. At each side of the kitchen there are openings similar to that looking 

into the dining-hall; they are the serving windows, from which the cooked food will be distributed to 

the attendants from the two grand divisions of the buildings. Next to the kitchen is the bake house, 

fitted up with two large ovens. At the extreme end of the block, which as it faces the eastward 

exactly resembles the rear of a bonded warehouse, with its projecting beam for pulleys and its wide 

doors there is a series of storerooms-on two floors. The lower rooms are in reality vaults, supported 

by stout stone pillars, and flagged throughout. They are fireproof, and capable of storing an immense 

quantity of goods. Above, forming a third story, are the matron's workrooms, where the sewing will 

be done and, clothes made for the inmates of the establishment. 

The description up to this point still leaves the greater portion of the accommodation Untouched. 

Out of the  of front and the long projecting arms, which the spectator on the outside alone sees, only 

a fragment-the control block-has been referred to. It remains, therefore, to speak of the provision 

which has been made for the comfortable housing of some 700 patients fill the central block, and the 

buildings ranging back from it, containing the theatre, kitchens, &c., be considered as lifted out of 

the plan, then we should have left two separate blocks each resembling a T in form ; the horizontal 

bar of the T shows the front line, and the vertical stem stands for the arm, at right angles to it One 

block is tho counterpart of the other, save that the division on the south side for men (tho stem of 

the T) is carried further back, in fact it runs backwards a distance of 530ft, while the division on the 

north side, for women, only extends 460ft from the front. It has been mentioned that tho buildings 

do not preserve a straight line, but are broken up by projections at regular intervals. The southern 

arm of the buildings is greatly diversified, and seems almost a zigzag, at the rear. The J prevailing 

height is 44ft, divided into two stories, but at the rear advantage has been taken of a sudden fall in 

the ground to drop the buildings a little, and at the same time to build in a basement story. The 

projections separate the grand divisions for men and for women into numerous subdivisions. For 

instance, in the front line, the base of the gigantic towers marks in each block a separating line, 

which cuts the front row into two subdivisions, each of which has stories above and below. In the 

division for males the arm running to the back is divided into three more subdivisions; but in the 

branch for women the corresponding arm contains only one. The remainder of it is used for general 

purposes. In the compartments for males, therefore, there are five subdivision and in the 

apartments for females three. 

Each subdivision consists of a pair of galleries, one above the other, flanked on the inner side by a 

row of single bedded rooms The galleries are 14 ft. wide, and are intended as a sort of promenade 

for the patients who» rooms open out upon them, In every case the gallery windows are in the outer 

walls, and the bedroom windows in the inner walls looking down into the yards. The galleries or 

promenades vary in length from 90ft, to 200 ft. The rooms are 7ft wide by 10ft deep, and tho height 

of the ceiling 14ft. In fact, throughout the entire premises the rooms are of a uniform loftiness, viz 

14ft The galleries running along each floor are separated from one another by a labyrinth of private 

rooms-bathrooms, closets, &c -as well as two capacious rooms, which occur at every intersection of 

the buildings. One of those large rooms is the "associated dormitory," 31ft. by 28ft, for the 

accommodation in parties, of patients whose condition permit« of their being lodged together. The 

other is the day-room, 25ft by -20, where patients, in groups, may spend the day, either in reading or 

in amusements. 
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Kew Lunatic Asylum Willsmere Hospital, c.1885. Photo: Charles Littleton.  
Collection: State Library of Victoria 

The galleries or promenade will also be places for the carrying on of indoor pastimes. It will hence be 

seen that each subdivision provides accommodation for two classes of patients; first, those who 

have separate bedrooms, viz the rooms opening into tho gallery; secondly, those who are allowed to 

mix together and sleep In the same large room at night. The various subdivisions are distinct from 

one another. Not only are the two main divisions separated in such a manner that no communication 

can possibly take place between male patients and females, but each subdivision keeps to itself. The 

labyrinth of rooms in which each gallery ends is the barrier. In the front of the male division and the 

corresponding part of the female division, one row of single-bedded rooms, on the ground story as 

well as on the first floor, has been missed out, so as to provide one extra-large room. 

The floor of all the rooms, the passages, and galleries, are laid with Baltic pine; and the close manner 

in which the flooring boards have been set together, is one of the evidence of the finished style in 

which the builder has carried out his work. The inner walls for the most part have been coloured; 

and up to a height of 7ft from the floor they have be oil-painted in addition, in order to facilitate 

cleansing. But some of the single-bedded rooms have been lined up to a height of 7ft with Keen's 

cement, which is of pure white colour, and as hard as marble, which it like wise resembles in 

smoothness and polish. The cement lining gives the rooms a clean and highly agreeable appearance. 

Other rooms have been lined to a corresponding extent with varnished pine. But in the great 

majority rooms, and in the galleries, the bricks have simply been oil-painted, and a monotone black 

line runs along the walls everywhere you go, 7ft from the ground, showing where the oil leaves off 

and the plain colouring begins. The whole of the windows to which patients can have access are 

filled in with half-inch glass-a material which is highly transparent but at the same time is stout 

enough to resist a hard blow from a man's fist without fracturing. The single window in each single 

bedded room is fitted with sliding shutters-wooden shutters, in two parts, which slide the one into a 

recess above the window, and the other into a recess below. They slide together with ease. The 

moving up of the lower shutter brings down the upper one to meet it, and a key locks them fast and 

leaves the room in comparative darkness-comparative only because a certain amount of light gets 

admittance through the ventilators opening into the gallery.  

Ventilation has received great attention. Not only are the narrow apertures, with iron gratings over 

them, at the top and bottom of the outer walls but enlarged apertures, similarly grated in the wall 

partitioning the bedroom from the gallery. The doors throughout the entire asylum are fitted with 
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Monk's patent locks. These are peculiar locks. The doors in each sub-division will have a distinct 

variety of lock e. g., the warder's key will only open the locks in his own subdivision. A person of high 

rank will hold a key which will open any locks in any subdivision of one grand division; but will not 

open any lock in the other grand division. The head over all the establishment will keep the master 

key, which will not only open any lock whatever the building, but, on the other hand, where 

necessary, lock any door in such a manner that no inferior key can open it. There is further 

peculiarity in the locks; when opened an extra turn of the key will fix the bolt back in the socket-a 

precaution which may be requisite to prevent a patient from trifling with the lock, and so damaging 

it. The stair-cases are provided with a double hand-rail one on each side. On the inner side the wall is 

scooped out so as to leave plenty of room for the hands. The skirting along the wall is in all places of 

plaster, which, however looks exactly like wood, and one needs to stoop and tap it to make sure that 

he is not mistaken. 

An important department in the division for women is the laundry, which occupies series of paved 

rooms on the ground floor at the rear. When the washing apparatus has been fixed in, the 

arrangement will be very complete, and in keeping with the largeness of the establishment. First, 

there is the room where the foul  linen is received and set apart for washing ; next the washing 

room; the third is the drying room, which contains a fireproof chamber, to be heated, by means of 

serpentine pipes from a boiler stationed in an adjoining room. The temperature of this strong room 

will be kept at such a height that clothes wet from the washer will become dry in a few minutes. The 

fourth room in the series is the ironing room, having in one corner a metal table which, deriving its 

heat from a furnace outside, will in turn give heat to the irons as they are, from time to time, placed 

upon it. The last is a sorting room, fitted up with trays, and having at the end a large serving window, 

from which the washed, dried, and ironed clothes will be distributed to the different wards. The 

matron's quarters will be at the same end of the division as the laundry, only on a higher story. The 

buildings in the men's division are almost solely divided into sleeping and sitting rooms with 

numerous bathrooms and closets, and also quarters at suitable points for the over seers and 

wardens. 

The high towers are useful as well as highly ornamental. At a considerable elevation above the 

surrounding rooms, the tower wall, have been pierced with innumerable windows which admit the 

light into a large room. Below this room are rows of iron tanks, ranged side by side along the four 

walls. They are intended as storing places for water. Pipes from the Yan Yean ran up to those tanks, 

and numberless smaller pipes run from them over tho whole of the premises. There are a few tanks 

supplied with rain water, caught from the roof, conveyed into huge wells, and then pumped up by 

machinery to the tower tops, to be thence distributed for drinking purposes, as the Yan Yean is 

distributed to every quarter for washing purposes. Hitherto only two large towers have been spoken 

of, but there is a third one 80ft. high, in the middle line of buildings, right over the kitchens; it Is 

likewise a reservoir. The rooms holding the tanks have been carefully floored with zinc, and guttered, 

so that should a leak occur the water may find immediate exit down tubes to the ground, and do no 

damage. The tanks are all connected, but when anything goes wrong with one, the connexion can be 

immediately broken, the tank lifted out and, if seriously injured, let down through openings in the 

successive floors to the ground for repairs. 

There are several miles of verandahs of corrugated iron sheets resting on iron pillars. On the outside, 

verandahs are erected every-where except around the projections. On the inner side they skirt 

projections as well as recesses, and covered ways cross the yards at various angles. The workshops 

have not yet been built ; it is intended that they shall extend across the rear from one arm of the 
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buildings to the other. The walls which are to cut the yards up into sections, and part one class of 

patients from another, have likewise to be built. At the present time the premises are quite open, 

except where temporary paling fences have been run up to enclose the small space which is to be 

occupied shortly. The outer wall, which will describe a square with sides 1,000ft long, has not yet 

been undertaken. The top of this wall will not be more than 5ft. above the level of the ground, but to 

prevent it being scaled from the inside a deep ditch will be cut, so as to make the actual elevation 

14ft. The first 9ft will be of bluestone, the rest of brick, with a white coping. To the patients, so long 

as they keep back from the edge of the ditch, the wall will seem but 5ft. high, and they will have a 

clear view over it of the steep slopes of Studley Park in one direction, and of the grassy hills and 

gardens towards Heidelberg, on the other. They will see the blue ranges on the horizon, and, nearer 

at hand, the clusters of white houses in the elevated parts of Melbourne and its northern suburbs. 

They will see something of the busy world from which their malady has cut them off. 

The materials used in the building up of the extensive pile have been procured almost entirely on the 

spot. A deep hole, almost under the very walls, shows where clay, of first-rate quality, was dug out 

for the manufacture of 8,000,000 bricks. A tramway carried trucks loaded with clay up to the 

framework of an apparatus which first ground the clay between rollers, next passed it through a 

pugmill, and then spouted it into other trucks which bore It along another line of rails to the 

brickmakers, from whom the trucks received instead the bricks that had been made, and whirled 

them to the kilns, getting there in exchange, burnt bricks for raw bricks, and hurrying off with their 

red loads to the different points of the buildings to fill the hands of the numerous brick-layers. The 

bluestone, which was chiefly required for foundations, was excavated from quarries on the opposite 

side of the Yarra, near the Heidelberg-road. A line of rails extended from the quarries to the foot of 

the slope down which the buildings look. The river was bridged by a structure on tall wooden piles, 

over which the trucks have been running, like railway trains, for two or three years past The stone 

had to be pulled up the slope by the agency of a steam-engine fixed at the top end of a steep incline. 

,The exterior coating of the walls is white cement, which at a distance gives the structure the same 

appearance as if it were built of the same freestone as the Town-hall. 

The contractor for the builders' work was Mr Samuel Amess, a name well known in Melbourne. The 

value of his work is represented by payments to the amount of £110,000, a sum, however, which is 

not within £30,000 or £40.000 of the full cost. There is much yet to be done in erecting walls, 

building work-shops, furnishing, and upholstering work, which will take three months to do. The 

contracts are to be let immediately. The inspectors of works for the Public Works department are Mr 

Peter Finlay and Mr Williams; and the general superintendent over them has been Mr W. Finlay, 

district engineer. 

A few words remain to be said about the method in which the Kew Asylum is to be occupied. It is not 

to supersede the Asylum at the Yarra Bend, but to relieve it; for at the Yarra Bend there are now 

1,000 patients or between 300 and 400 more than the Kew Asylum is capable of holding. The two 

asylums represent two different systems-the old establishment partakes of the nature of the pavilion 

system; for it does not concentrate its inmates in one group of buildings, but scatters them over a 

large space, placing some in cottages, and others in good-sized dwellings, and surrounding each set 

of houses with lovely gardens. The new asylum will have the advantages (with some of the 

disadvantages) of a compact institution-it will be easily and economically managed; and the 

superintendent will have the whole premises under his immediate supervision. On the other hand, it 

will seem more like a prison house to the unfortunates within its walls, though they will be provided, 

in time, with lower-gardens and pleasure-grounds. 
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 It has not been yet finally decided how the new asylum shall be made use of. Probably it will be 

made the temporary abode of all new inmates and of curable cases. The incurables will be domiciled, 

as hitherto, in the Yarra Bend, which seems more like a home to them, and with them the patients in 

the convalescent stage. The intention is to occupy the new premises gradually, and to begin at once, 

so that by the end of February next there will be 300 patients there. The state of the buildings, and 

the amount of work yet to be done, precludes a more extensive or more rapid transfer. At the Yarra 

Bend, the pressure has long been severely felt.  The accumulation of buildings there is not the result 

of any systematic design, but an example of extensions made piecemeal. First, there were huts-that 

was in 1848, when the population was small, and the number of lunatics 25. Then came stone 

buildings, wooden buildings, and brick buildings, in irregular succession, one lot following the other 

as the increase of patients demanded an enlargement of accommodation. Many of the wooden 

houses are now languishing from old age, and when once the new asylum permits of their being 

emptied, they will be superannuated, perhaps pulled down altogether. It may be appropriate to 

finish off with the statement that the average number of patients resident in all the hospitals for the 

insane during 1870 was 1,745 ; and the number remaining on the 31st December last 1,819. The 

number must be now nearly 2,000. The cases of recovery last year averaged 49 per cent, of the 

admissions. 

The First General Post Office 

As the booming population of Melbourne continued to swell, the all-important postal service of 
the day also grew rapidly. In fact the service outgrew three General Post Offices in Melbourne 
before distribution centres made most of its operation redundant in the 1980s. Samuel Amess 
was responsible for building the first of the major post offices built on the site of the current 
one, which is of course mostly up-market retail now.  This article describes in detail how the 
post office operated in the nineteenth century, as well as some information about its 
construction. 

The Age, 1 Jul 1867, p.5 

THE NEW GENERAL POST OFFICE. 

After a period but a few days short of nine years, during which it has been in course of erection, that 

colossal structure, the new General Post Office, has arrived at completion, and been appropriated to 

the purposes for which it was designed. The public were privileged on Saturday to inspect the 

interior, and from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. a dense throng passed through the building. So frequently has it 

been described, and so familiar have the public become with its external appearance, that to enter 

into architectural details would be superfluous. The centre of the large hall is to be devoted to the 

inland despatch department, and the most ample accommodation is provided for tho sorters. The 

sides of the hall are occupied by the receiving, delivering, registration, sale- of stamps, inquiry and 

private letter offices, and Poste restante. The external arcade affords ready access to the different 

offices in the Elizabeth and Bourke streets section of the building. Through a gate under the small 

dome in Bourke-street is the private entrance for letter carriers and clerks, and inward mails. On the 

first floor access is obtained by corridors, which afford a sight of the hall below, to the corresponding 

branch on the right or east side and to the accountants' branch on the west side. The second floor or 

attic is occupied by the store and stamp departments. Especial attention has been bestowed on the 

latter department, and most ample accommodation provided for the printing, gumming and drying 

of the stamps. A strong room with double iron doors is provided as a repository for the water -lined 

paper. The fittings are all of South Wales cedar of a massive character, and calculated to cost 

something like £6000, and harmonise well with the general appearance of the interior. The building 
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is heated in cold weather by hot water pipes, supplied by Messrs Bobberty and Co., and the floors 

will be covered with cocoa-nut matting. The lighting arrangements are by Dempster and Co., who in 

their patent have attained a state of perfection rarely equalled in lighting so large a space. Perhaps 

the most faulty of the internal conveniences in the whole building are the sanitary provisions, in 

which a considerable oversight has been shown. The necessity of baths for the mail guards and 

delivery men must be apparent to everyone. A guard who travels all night by coach in rain, heat or 

dust, requires special accommodation after returning from his, long journey. The lavatories are also 

very circumscribed, but as there must be in all new buildings scores of things that require after 

consideration, no doubt these necessary conveniences will be added. The mail flag signals from the 

tower have already become a thing of the present, but the addition about to be made thereto in the 

shape of a monster signal lamp is deserving of note. The lamp has been manufactured by Messrs 

Heinkle and Patterson, of Little Collins-street, and is made so is to fit round the flagstaff on which it 

will be hoisted at nightfall. It will be fitted with twelve gas jets, with silver reflectors, which will 

enable it to be seen from every point of the compass. Slides corresponding in colour to the signal 

flags fit in the lamp, and will dictate the place from whence the mail arrives. The large clock shown at 

the Intercolonial Exhibition has been purchased, and will be placed at the north end of the Elizabeth 

street arcade, in juxtaposition with the postal boxes. Some days will probably elapse before all the 

unsightly boarding which at present surrounds the building will be removed, owing to the difficulty in 

obtaining the necessary flagging for paving the street. The inland department moves into its new 

quarters to-day, and consequently the public will not have the opportunity of inspecting the lower 

portion of the building other than from the corridors above, to which they will be admitted from 

nine o'clock until four o'clock this day. Policemen were stationed at the entrance of the building on 

Saturday, in order to ascertain the number of visitors, and at four o'clock it was found to be little 

short of 30,000 persons. The arrangements were admirable; and except on the staircase, where 

there was some crowding, no inconvenience was experienced, for in the building there was ample 

room to promenade and examine minutely the internal arrangements. The general contractor for 

the work has been Mr Samuel Amess. The entire cost will fall little short of £140,000. On Saturday, 

after the public had retired, a few friends met Mr Amess to congratulate him upon the completion of 

the work. It deserves special mention that, great as the undertaking has been, and dangerous as the 

erection of such edifices generally is, not the smallest accident has occurred. 

Sydney Mail, 20 Aug 1870, p.6 
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The first General Post Office in Melbourne, commenced in 1859. 
Engraving: George Nichols. Collection: State Library of Victoria 

 

The Customs House, 1876 

As with the Post Office, the Customs House outgrew itself three times before it ceased operation 
as a customs house. Amess was responsible for building the first purpose-designed Customs 
House, on the present location of the Immigration Museum. One of the finest features of the 
building is the hall (considered to be the finest hall in Melbourne in its time) which now houses 
the display of immigration by sea. The large pillars, floor and decorative work are the work of 
Amess‟s skilled tradesmen, and the heritage listing of the building has this to say: “The building 
which is essentially as completed in 1876, displays an exceptional level of craftsmanship in the 
execution of stone and plaster detailing.”  When in operation, this hall would have been filled 
with customs officers and import agents standing at counters bearing name plates, interviewing 
clients and assessing the amount of customs tariffs each would have to pay on their imports. The 
hall would have been packed every working day. As a major source of government revenue, and 
a means of protecting local industry and guarding against smuggling, the Customs service was 
considered essential in nineteenth century Melbourne. 

THE NEW CUSTOM-HOUSE. (From the Telegraph.) WONDERS have been accomplished with brick and 

stucco, and the new Custom-house is perhaps the latest triumph in this direction. The design is so 

massive and of such symmetrical proportions that it would pass for stone at a very short distance off. 

The principal facade is that to Flinders street, where it occupies a frontage of 165ft., with a height to 

the parapet of 58ft. The building, in fact, occupies nearly the whole of the block from Flinders street 

to Flinders lane, bounded on the east by Market street, and on the west by William street. The style 

is Grecian, and almost severely plain, the architect having wisely reserved, his knowledge of the 

ornamental style for inside use. The building has a projecting centre, supported by four heavy Ionic 

columns, the entablature being designed for an emblematical figure of Commerce, which, by-the-

way, is not yet in position. A handsome flight of about a dozen bluestone steps leads into the main 

entrance-hall. The ceiling is high and richly decorated, the supports being massive bluestone piers. A 

broad corridor runs right through to the back premises, while another runs the entire length of the 

building from east to west, other, corridors opening out north and south. The design of the building 

internally is simple, and to the uninitiated every facility is afforded for the prompt transaction of the 

business on which they may happen to call. Entrance to the ground floor may be obtained from any 

of the four thoroughfares forming the block, but the main entrance is that from Flinders street. On 

the left of the entrance-hall is the board room, a large airy apartment, neatly furnished, and fitted up 

with every convenience. A little further along the corridor, on the same side, is the office of Captain 

Payne, Chief Harbour Master, and in close proximity are situated the rooms of the Chief Engineer, 

and the Chief inspector of scab. At the eastern side, facing Market street, and in the angle of the 

building formed by the intersection of that thoroughfare with Flinders street, is a well fitted up post 

and telegraph office for the use of the public. All the ordinary business of a post and telegraph office 

will be here transacted, and a boon thus conferred on mercantile and commercial men which cannot 

be over-estimated. Just three or four doors away is situated the head-quarters of Mr Binney, who 

has charge of all the standard weights and measures of the colony, and a decidedly interesting 

collection is there to be seen. With the exception of the offices enumerated, and two strong rooms 

at either end, the whole of the basement floor is occupied as a Queen's warehouse for the storage of 

smuggled or otherwise confiscated goods, while spacious vaults exist below for a like purpose. 

Ascending the main staircase, which is of sawn bluestone, with handsome cast-iron balustrade of 
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novel design, the first floor landing is reached. It is a very fine hall, with tessellated marble 

pavement, and corridors branching off to the right and left, paved with the same expensive, but 

durable material. Straight ahead is the "long-room," in which the principal business of the Customs, 

so far as the public is concerned, will be conducted. The "long-room" is a hall of noble proportions, 

and is finished in a style which will secure unbounded admiration from all whose business leaves 

them free to appreciate the beautiful in art. Its dimensions are 90ft. by 53ft., with a height of 37ft. 

The ceiling is supported on either side by eight fluted Ionic columns, .with the same number of 

pilasters at back, while at each end is a series of richly-moulded pilasters. The capitals of the Ionic 

columns are exquisitely finished, the appearance of the whole being extremely elegant. The ceiling 

and walls are panelled, floral designs being interspersed with the more common egg and tongue 

pattern, the latter predominating. No less than five separate entrances have been made to the room, 

and each entrance is furnished with round swing doors, with highly enriched architraves, the general 

effect being very striking. In fact, it is questionable whether a handsomer hall exists anywhere in the 

city than the one which the Customs Department now places at the disposal of the public. Due 

attention has been paid to the lighting and ventilation, which in this case is perfect. 

 

Customs House Melbourne c.1880 Collection: State Library of Victoria 

 In such a splendid apartment it would be injudicious to introduce any but the best furniture, and 

accordingly: the fittings are on a par with the general excellence of the building. Round one half of 

the room a solid cedar counter, highly polished, has been erected, into which have been let neat 

brass plates bearing the names of the various bonded stores, so that any person wishing to clear 

goods on behalf of Degraves  bond, for instance, has only to go to the place assigned, and he is at 

once attended to, just the same as the presenter of a cheque in the bank. The chairs are fine 

specimens of furniture, being constructed of solid cedar, and the legs shod with gutta-percha, so that 

the sound caused by their being dragged over the marble pavement is muffled. This is an advantage 

which will be highly appreciated. Every accommodation is afforded, and the most dull or stupid 

person who is brought into contact with the officers of Her Majesty's Customs will find it hard to go 

astray in his search for information. On the second floor are situated the Commissioner's 

apartments. These are fitted up with handsome colonial blackwood tables, chairs, and couches, and 

several beautifully-finished bookcases of cedar, with blackwood mouldings. The furniture is most 

elegant, and reflects much credit on the maker, Mr Bell, of Richmond. Mr Tyler, assistant 
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commissioner, has his offices adjoining, and these are also fitted up in a superior manner. Everything 

is of the best workmanship, and calculated to afford good wear. The other portions of the building 

are devoted to the various branches of the department, and the most scrupulous care is 'everywhere 

manifested for the comfort of the officials, as well as for the outside public. The back premises are 

complete in every detail, lavatories, etc., being especially plentiful. There will be several plantations 

round the building, which will make a great improvement in its appearance. Altogether, the new 

Custom house is a credit to the colony, and to the department under which it was built. The total 

cost of the building is £39,000, while another £3,000 or £4,000 may be set down for the furniture, 

etc. Mr Samuel Amess was the contractor, Mr Leggatt, however, performing a second contract, the 

amount of which was £7,000. 

The Bacchus Marsh Express, 22 April 1876, p.4 

Amess and the Royal Commission into Noxious Trades 
This poem in the Melbourne Punch was written at the time Amess was mayor and on the Royal 
Commission into  Noxious Trades, and it makes a plea for Amess to use his position to clean up 
the city to save the lives of the poor who most suffered from the pollutants. Bear in mind that 
there had previously been virtually no regulation on these industries, and there was a huge 
amount of pressure on the Commission to not introduce expensive drainage, waste treatment or 
compliance with healthy practices generally. The „Builder WREN‟ at the end of the poem refers 
to Sir Christopher Wren, a great English architect, who was responsible for the rebuilding of 
many of London‟s churches after the Great Fire of London, 1666. Amess was the butt of several 
poems in the Melbourne Punch, which specialised in satire and political comment. 

Melbourne Punch, 17 Feb 1870, p.2 

To the Right Worshipful. 

UP, up, Sir SAMUEL AMESS—'tis a fine night for a fly- 

Make a circuit of the city, unseen by human eye. 

I, your trusty guide, ASMODEUS, where the crowding people throng,  

Will bear you over Melbourne: on the night air borne along,  

'Tis midnight, and your city is hurrying to -its rest:  

Some to fields and gardens pretty, 'mongst trees in foliage drest; 

Some to roost in filthy hovels, midst the city's sickening smell,  

Where the human creature grovels in a way no tongue can tell.  

Ha! avoid that street—a sewer—how it thickens all the air ;  

But your citizens endure such balsamic odours rare,  

Live on the foul contagion, breathe it with every breath,  

Tho' knowing well it drags them to atrophy and death. 

Hark! they mutter, " How disgusting " is this sickening smell of night: 

 Cov'ring nose and mouth, and trusting to keep out the deadly blight,  

Vain hope ; the loaded gases, resistless as grim death,  

Permeate the drooping masses, and they breathe it every breath.  

Hardly can you feel your foot on the kerb in Swanston-street, 

Ere you're fill'd up like a glutton, with—don't name it, I entreat.  

Pah! how can your city look placid in the poison'd atmosphere,  

Breathing thick carbonic acid, too dense to rise much here.  

Stop, stop, Sir Mayor of Melbourne, this idiotic waste  
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Of life and all its issues ; quick to the rescue, haste!  

Earn a name like Builder WREN, pure patriot of old,  

And yours full letter'd then we'll ever balm in stone and gold. 

 

Opening of the New Town Hall. 

From the Sydney Mail, 20 Aug 1870, p.6 

The inauguration festivities in connection with the opening of the new civic building, including the 

Grand Hall, are absorbing all the attention which the public can spare from the correspondence for 

the outgoing mail. For some days past the streets of Melbourne have presented the appearance of 

an unwanted crowd, amongst whom many strange faces were discernible, the invitations to the 

concerts and ball having been distributed very extensively. The opening ceremony took place last 

evening, and was probably the most imposing spectacle and the most complete success ever 

witnessed in these colonies. The event will be indelibly impressed on the minds of all who had the 

privilege of being present, and it certainly constitutes an epoch in the history of this city. The results 

of colonial art and skill in a variety of forms were presented to the eye and ear under circumstances 

which were calculated to provoke pride as well as gratification.  

The entire pile of building which was yesterday opened for public use is a triumph of architectural 

skill, and the Grand Hall is one of the finest in the world, being 175 feet in length by 75 feet in width, 

and the ceiling being 65 feet from the floor. There is a very spacious gallery at the south end, 

narrower galleries along the two sides, and an orchestra at the north end, which last evening was 

filled by a band of seventy-five instruments, besides organ and pianoforte, and about 450 voices. 

There is always an anxiety about the acoustic properties of large halls until they are fairly tested, it is 

satisfactory to be able to say that in this respect the new City Hall of Melbourne is all that could be 

desired. The immense audience of 4500 persons distributed over the building not only caught every 

note of the music, but could distinguish every word of the address, read by the Town Clerk.  

The Hall was opened at half-past 6, and from two to three thousand persons had assembled before 

7. The inaugural proceedings commenced at half-past, by which time the coup d'ail was magnificent, 

whether from the floor or the galleries. After the opening ceremony, which I shall presently describe, 

the musical part of the evening's entertainment commenced.  The first part was composed of a 

cantata, written by Mr Henry Kendall, and set to music by Mr C. E. Horsley, expressly for this event. 

The title is ' Euterpe.' Its purpose is to shew how music exercises an influence over all humanity and 

in every phase of life's experiences — in joy and in sorrow, in peace and in war. Mr Kendall has 

acquitted himself well, but Mr Horsley has, in his part of the work, almost excelled himself, and this 

work will undoubtedly add to his fame as a composer. To attempt to enter here into a description of 

the cantata, either the literary or the musical character of it, would be to encroach far too much on 

your space. Its performance was a great success, considering the few opportunities for its rehearsal 

which had been afforded to the chorus. The principal soloists were Madame Simonsen, Miss 

Chambers, Mr Beaumont, and Messrs. Donaldson and Lacuble, two local amateurs.  

To return, however, to the order of proceedings. At half-past 7, Lady Canterbury and family arrived, 

and were conducted by the Mayor to seats reserved for them in the front of the south gallery, facing 

the orchestra. On their entrance the band played a verse of the National Anthem. Immediately 

afterwards his Excellency and suite, with the Mayor, Councillors, and other civic functionaries, 

entered at the north end, and occupied the front of the platform at the foot of the orchestra. Silence 

being obtained, the Mayor said : — 'May it please your Excellency. As introductory to the ceremony 
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which, your Excellency has graciously undertaken to perform, I will call upon the Town Clerk to read 

a short memorandum of the action of the City Council in regard to this building.' Mr. Fitzgibbon then 

read the address, which was adopted by the Council of the City of Melbourne, on the 8th of August, 

1870. which was beautifully embossed on satin, and was, after being read, handed by the Mayor to 

His Excellency.  

The Mayor then said : — 'I have therefore to ask your Excellency, as the representative of her Most 

Gracious Majesty, to be pleased to open this hall for the transaction of the corporate and public 

business of her Majesty's most dutiful loyal subjects, the Corporation of the Mayor, Alderman, 

Councillors, and citizens of the city of Melbourne.' His Excellency in reply said : — ' Mr. Mayor and 

Gentlemen,— I have listened with  interest to the statement read by the Town Clerk, of the origin 

and successful progress to completion of this magnificent building. The citizens of Melbourne may 

with reason be proud of, and grateful for the almost marvellous combination of rapid development 

and organised stability of progress and security which mark the short but brilliant history of the city. I 

think that I do not err in attributing, to a great extent at least, this remarkable combination to the 

influences, ennobling and restraining, of municipal institutions; and -while I thank you for having 

invited me to take part in this interesting ceremony, I request you to regard my acceptance of that 

invitation as a mark not only of my warm personal interest in the prosperity and fame of the city of  

Melbourne, but also of my respect for the civic authorities, and of my high appreciation of the 

benefits which the Crown and the people alike derive, from the hearty co-operation and mutual 

confidence of the Executive authority and those charged with the administration of municipal affairs. 

In accordance with your request, I now declare this hall to be opened.'  

After the applause had concluded, His Excellency said:— ' Mr. Mayor, I have to request that you will 

forego for a few moments the pleasing duty while will now devolve upon you, and permit me to 

perform the first ceremony in this noble and magnificent hall, I now call upon those gentlemen who 

have in charge a presentation to Mr  'Worship the Mayor to stand forth,' ... The committee charged 

with the presentation of a splendid gold collar and chain to his Worship the Mayor then came 

forward, and the secretary read an address which was exquisitely illuminated, and bound in 

variegated morocco. The address was signed by the whole of the committee appointed at a meeting 

of citizens convened for raising this testimonial to the generosity and munificence of the Mayor: The 

investiture by Lord Canterbury was accompanied by rounds of applause from the audience, on the 

subsidence of which the Mayor, after bowing to his Excellency and the audience, made a suitable 

reply. I should say here that the collar is composed of pure gold. It has thirty-three links, bearing 

medallions representing the Town-hall, the civic arms, and the monogram S. A, (The Mayor's name is 

Samuel Amess.) An oval pendant of about five inches long is attached to the centre link. It is set in 

diamonds, and bears in its centre, on a scroll of dark blue enamel, the motto ' In recto decus' 

(‘Honour in Doing Right’). On the back of the pendant is the following inscription: — 'Presented to 

the Right. Worshipful the Mayor of Melbourne, Samuel Amess, Esq., by his Excellency the Governor, 

Viscount Canterbury, on behalf of the city, on the occasion of the opening of the new Town Hall, 

August 9, 1870.' The cost of the collar has been £260 and it was designed and manufactured by 

Messrs. Walsh, of Collins street.  
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Luigi Contini (Italian Historical Society collection) and Madame Fanny Simonson, (Victorian Patents 

Office Copyright Collection) who performed at the opening of the Town Hall.  

At the close of these ceremonies, the Governor and his suite, with the Mayor, proceeded to the seats 

reserved for them, with their respective families in the southern gallery; and three stanzas of the 

National Anthem were then sung by the leading vocalists and chorus. Then followed ' Euterpe ' — 

Mr. Horsley, whose reception was of the most flattering kind, taking the baton. The second part of 

the concert consisted of operatic selections in which Signora Baratti and Signori Neri, Dondi, and 

Coutini took part, the Signora especially distinguishing herself. The chief seats, around his Excellency 

and the Mayor, were occupied by the Ministry, the Judges, the Anglican Bishop, the Commander-in-

Chief, military and naval officers, the Mayors of Sydney and Adelaide, and their respective families ; 

and the side galleries were occupied by members of Parliament and their families, and the families of 

the city aldermen and councillors. The arrangements were so near perfection departure, and 

scarcely a single contretemps of any kind occurred to mar the complete success of the whole affair.  

Public attention will now be centred on the fancy-dress ball of to-morrow evening, which is 

occupying an immense deal of attention. Dress makers and tailors are in a great state of perplexity 

and excitement about the completion of their orders, and there is a violent flutter amongst all the 

gayer portion of the fair sex, and private rehearsals of their  “characters'' are going on in family 

circles. As a public commemoration; however, it will not rank with the proceedings of last night. To 

accommodate the large number of guests, it is intended to use not only the large hall, but the supper 

room will also be opened for the dancers. This is a fine room, of 90 feet by 30, although possessing 

no attractive features of architecture. The numerous corridors around the building will also greatly 

relieve the crowd, and will be extensively availed of for promenading. There will be another great 

concert on Saturday, which will close the festivities. 
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Cr Amess and his wife Jane take centre stage in this metal engraving of the Fancy Dress 
Mayoral Ball held to open the Melbourne Town Hall. 

An extremely detailed account of the Fancy Dress Ball, including descriptions of the costumes of 
many of the attendees, can be found on TROVE, in The Leader, Saturday 13 August 1870,  pp 
11-13. 

The Flying Squadron 

In 1869-70 five frigates and five corvettes from the Royal Navy undertook a „goodwill‟ 
mission also „showing the flag‟ around the world, with a fleet known as the Flying 
Squadron. They left Plymouth, England on the 19th June 1869, and returned on 15 
November 1870. 
They called in on Melbourne for a few weeks in Nov-Dec 1869, during Samuel Amess‟s 
period as Mayor. On one day in port, Amess put on a grand expedition for the officers, 
dignitaries and about 200 ladies, all carefully selected, to Ferntree Gully, all by horses 
and coaches. This was a major undertaking, including food and drink for „breakfast‟ 
when they arrived at 11 a.m., having left the Melbourne Town Hall at 7 a.m., and then 
„lunch‟ at 3 p.m. after most of them had tackled the climb from the gully to the top of a 
hill. There were between 400-500 people by various reports. Of course Samuel was 
renowned for his hosting of events great and small, and he and his Town Clerk, Edmond 
FitzGibbon, were a close team and between them would have had the contacts to pull off 
such an event successfully. Only three mishaps occurred – the promised liquor could not 
be taken to the top of the hill due to the „bush bashing‟ involved, one man had his hand 
cut by a bottle, and one horse was killed on the way home. 
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It is noteworthy that while in Melbourne, 158 sailors deserted from the fleet – only 8 of 
whom were recaptured. That was over 100 more than the number that deserted from 
anywhere else in the world!  
 
This poem about the picnic at Ferntree Gully appeared in the Melbourne Punch, Thursday 18th 
December 1869, and makes fun of Amess‟s carefully guarded moral respectability, with a 
cutting jibe at the end about his „political honesty‟. We have no way of knowing if Amess took 
any of these sorts of  jibes seriously. 

 
"Do you really think she did?" 
 
SHE went to Ferntree Gully. Her parents were not there ;  
They had no invitations from SAMUEL AMESS, mayor,  
Who said "Young girls might come with us, they needn't fear no wrongs,  
Me and my missus will contrive to act as chaperons. 
Chorus.—Do you really—do you really—do you really think they did?  
They said they'd chaperon them. Do you really think they did?  
She went on Friday morning, with spirits light and gay,  
Escorted by a lieutenant just introduced that day.  
Old-fashioned notions were ignored ; new rules of etiquette  
Were framed and acted on by SAM, and others of his set.  
Chorus. They didn't want no parents nor husbands to be there,  
With guests to play propriety and act upon the square.  
Ladies alone—and each must try to captivate a  
At least, if not a captain, and of old folks they'd be rid.  
The summit of the One-Tree Hill to scale she was not last;   
Girls of the period she outstripped, the fastest of the fast;  
She even passed the Admiral, but when they reached the top  
Of all the promised sparkling wine they could not get a drop.  
Chorus. Her dress was torn to ribbons, her pretty boots were spoiled 
With scrambling through the bushes, her bonnet too was soiled.  
Fatigued, and grateful for support as down the hill she slid,  
She kissed the young lieutenant. Do you really think she did?  
Chorus. Returning to the dejeuner, around her neck was placed  
Her naval hero's arm, but hers was twined around his waist.  
Romantic and affectionate, by shady ferntrees hid,  
He kissed her in return. Now, do you really think he did?  
Chorus. At lunch a party (each of them an uninvited guest) Intruded in the tent,  
and of the feast consumed the best.  
When, after waiting hours, to the banquet she was bid,  
She felt half-starved from waiting. Do you really think she did?  
Chorus. This happy day drew towards a close. They started off for town  
At length, but just near Oakleigh the carriage springs broke down.  
They had to wait for slow repairs. She said she would have rid,  
Could she have got a saddle. Do you really think she did?  
Chorus. With jaded horses, home she reached soon after half-past nine;  
Her ma was in a temper unlike anything divine.  
For stopping out so late that night, her charming girl was chid,  
And flirting with the sailors. Do you really think she did?  
Chorus—Do you really—do you really—do you really think she did?  
She flirted with the sailors. Do you really think she did? '  
OVA-BLOWN.—Political honesty is like an egg deprived of its contents, possessing apparent purity of 
colour, a smooth and even surface—but there's nothing in it. 
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Edmond FitzGibbon – Amess‟s Town Clerk & Board of Works 
Chairman 
 
FitzGibbon, Edmund Gerald (1825–1905) 
by Bernard Barrett 
This article was published in Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 4, (MUP), 1972 
Edmund Gerald FitzGibbon (1825-1905), civic administrator, was born on 1 November 1825 in Cork, 
Ireland, son of Gibbon Carew FitzGibbon and his wife Catherine, née Hurley. He claimed descent 
from the White Knight of Kerry and in Victoria enjoyed the title but outside the colony his claim was 
disputed. According to a newspaper interview, he professed to have lived in London from the age of 
5 and never attended school; 'my education was obtained principally from association with the 
cultured men who formed my father's circle of friends'. After working as a clerk in London he 
migrated to Victoria, arriving in September 1852. After a year on the Forest Creek goldfields he read 
proofs of the papers for the second session of the Legislative Council. In 1854 he became a clerical 
assistant in the Melbourne City Council office. In 1856 the town clerk, William Kerr, resigned and his 
deputy died after a day in office, throwing heavy responsibilities on FitzGibbon. To cope with a 
severance crisis in Smith ward (Carlton), FitzGibbon was gazetted town clerk of that ward in June. 
Soon afterwards he was appointed town clerk of Melbourne. 
As town clerk FitzGibbon helped to obtain crown land for public markets, and fiercely opposed 
attempts to alienate parkland. He prevented the Melbourne Gas Co. from selling its grant of crown 
land at West Melbourne, and survived an attempt by leading gas shareholders to unseat him as town 
clerk. He was a pioneer advocate of asphalt paving which replaced broken metal and facilitated the 
introduction of tram tracks. His prevention of a private tramway company from gaining permanent 
possession of Melbourne's streets later enabled the tramways to become the property of a trust 
comprising the interested municipalities. He blocked attempts by electric lighting companies to erect 
poles in the streets and made possible the public ownership of the city's lighting system. He also 
campaigned against the pollution of the Yarra by effluent from factories. 
From the mid-1860s FitzGibbon negotiated with governments and suburban councils to form the 
Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works to introduce sewerage and to control water supply. 
Suburban councils resisted until FitzGibbon helped to obtain for them the most favourable terms 
possible. His appointment in 1891 as full-time chairman of the new board inspired optimism for its 
future, but he was later criticized by the press for involving the board in more capital expenditure 
than had been anticipated. He went to London and raised large loans which, according to George 
Meudell, could have been done more cheaply in Melbourne. However, in FitzGibbon's fourteen years 
as chairman Melbourne's sewerage system was completed and its water catchments consolidated. 
FitzGibbon's abilities overshadowed those of the part-time amateurs on the City Council and the 
Board of Works Commission. After part-time study he was admitted to the Bar in 1860. In 1861 he 
unsuccessfully contested South Bourke electorate as a free trade candidate advocating assisted 
immigration, the abolition of state aid to religion and a uniform system of secular education with 
facilities for religious teaching. In the 1860s he was active in the movement to abolish the 
transportation of convicts to Western Australia. He was a prominent Anglican layman. Through 
pamphlets, lectures and letters to the press he advocated from the 1870s that the city's 
administration should serve as a model for the whole colony, and that party conflict should be 
abolished by involving all parliamentarians in executive government, with departments administered 
by committees instead of by individual members. To some extent his ideas were realized in the 
Board of Works. He was appointed C.M.G. in 1892. In Melbourne on 26 July 1873 FitzGibbon married 
Sarah, née Dawson. He died on 12 December 1905 at his home, White Knights, South Yarra, survived 
by five sons. 
A statue is in St Kilda Road near Prince's Bridge. The Melbourne City Council and the Board of Works 
have portraits. 
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