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SYDNEY AND ITS INSTITUTIONS, AS 
THEY A RE, A ND MIGHT BE. 

FROM AN ENGINEE R' S POI~ T OF VIE W. 

BY NORMAN SELFE. 

When the "First Fleet" left the shores of old England, a 
little over a hundred years ago , its destination was not 
Sydney, for Sydney at that t ime had no existence . It 
was, as is well known, owing to the unsatisfactory ap­
pearance which the shores of Botany Bay presented, that 
the in tended disembarkment was no t made there, ' and 
the ships' boats were sent along the coast in search of a 
better site . From the oft-told s tory we know that before 
long our "Heads" were entered, and a most unexpected 
panorama of bays and headlands was revealed to Phillip 
a nd his explorers. What these first white men saw when 
the harbour was in all its prist ine glory has been so oft 
and well pictured, by poet and a rtist, that it would only 
be sacrileg e for an engineer (whose chief attribute is 
supposed to be truthful and inglorious prose) to unburden 
himself in praise of Port Jackson , its crystal waters, and 
its milk-white beaches , a s they were before civilisation 
set to work to improve upon them. T ruth, however, im­
pels the writer to say (after having visited many capital 
cities of both the Old and New Worlds) that his eyes 
have never rested upon a fairer or more promising site, 
for the metropolis of a great and rising nation, than tha t 
which fell to the lot of Sydney. 

One of the fines t landlocked harbours in the world , has 
deep water fo r shipping . in fl eets. It is indented with 
sheltered bays, having shores suitable or business or resi­
den tial occupation. In the close neighbourhood are ocean 
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beaches and mounta-in :ranges, wh-ile both wood and 
water, by forest and lake, are easily accessible fo r re­
;:reation, when its people are tired of work. A g lorious 
climate, notwithstanding our never-ceasing abu se of it, 
was not forgotten by Dame Nature when she framed the 
ideal setting fo r a grea.~ maritime city which was her 
birthday gift to civilisation in Australia. . 

Phillip's boats might have found something to recom­
mend either Port Hacking or the Hawkesbury fo r settle­
ment, but they brought him here; he found the place was 
good, decided to stay, and named it Port J ackson . To 
anyone who has an intimate knowledge of the intricacies 
of Sydney Harbour, it is very apparent that our fi rst 
Governor showed a rare sagacity (if it was not merely 
his g ood fortune) when he selected his landing-place . 
The neighbourhood of what is now Macquarie Place was 
probably the very bes t spot for his purpose, out of the 
whole 1 50 miles or thereabouts of water frontage he had 
to choose from, am there he started to clear the bush. 
found his infant settlement, and lay the foundation­
stones of Sydney. 

With the landing of Phillip's charges there was the 
necessary a ccompaniment of regulations for the main­
tenance of law and order; and thus began the foundations 
of "Our Insti tutions." 

These institutions, from their very nature, were char­
acterised for years by official despotism. Although times 
have greatly changed since those days, yet many traces 
of that despotism cling t o us , and our people mildly sub­
mit to be treated a s children or slaves, where the citizens 
of other countries would assert themselves, and have a 
more direct say about tha t which concerned their illter­
ests as a community. 

It was nat ura l that the fi rst tents and huts which were 
erected, · when the ships' companies were established on 
shore, should follow the lines of the natural water-courses 
and the undulations of the ground without any system. 
It could only . be expected that some settlers would i~­
prove 'their homes -more than others, and that vested m­
terests would so'on be set up, before any accurate survey 
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would be made, or a settled plan fo r a town be deter­
mined upon. 

As buildings of all sorts became necessary immedi­
ately, they were erected for the then present purposes. 
There was a proposal ma de for erecting the official build­
ings around a broad open place, but not for many years 
any idea of the great city that was arising. In the 
meantime, almost irreparable damage was done through 
there being no complete pre-arranged plan of main 
streets. Houses were built to fo rm streets, such as Bent, 
Bligh, O'Connell, and Spring streets , suitable for the 
immediate convenience of the residents, and following 
the natural features of the close neighbourhood; but in 
such a way a s to permanently interfere with the regular 
continuity of the main tnoroughares which wer e! after-
wards laid out to form the town. . 

The sea-going and labouring population appear to have 
taken to the hill on the west side of Sydney COV{:, which 
is still known by its old name as the "Rocks," alld there 
to have settled their huts down in much greater disorder 
than on the east side of the Cove. Among the conglom­
eration of lanes and alleys misnamed streets, and the pig­
stye class of tenements which still characterise that lo­
cality , we can find dwellings that are probably a good 
deal over a hundred years old. 

"Tom Cribb's Lane" still perpetuates the memory of 
one of the fi rst Government butchers . "J ack the Miller" 
(of whom old residents used to talk when there were still 
windmills in the city) gave his name to Mille r' s Point; 
like Cribb, he was no doubt an important personage in 
his way and day . 

Making our history as brief as possible, we find that 
when the fir s t quar ter of the present century was com­
pleted the town of Sydney had emerged from its swad­
dling clothes . Men like the energetic Dr . Lang were 
among its citizens, leavening the community for spiritual 
and material good-and plenty of the latter, too, for he 
introduced a number of skilled masons from Scotland. 
Sydney had then made a wonderful advance considering 
its distance from the parent country, and that in those 
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days a six months' voyage was not unusual. In ten 
years more, that is in 1835 , it had become of such im­
por tance tha t it was able to produce a directory with an 
itinerary of the principal roads of the colony and a well­
executed map of the town. 

It is well known, not only to the members of this Asso­
ciation , but to many citizens, that the au thor has b een 
for many years the ea rnest advocate of certam proposa ls 
for improving the city of Sydney, by opening up new 
streets in the constricted neighbourhood of the Devon­
shire-s t reet Cemetery and the Benevolent Asylum, an'd 
by the extension of George-street from Bridge-stree t 
nor thward, through th "Rocks" site to Dawes Point. 
These improvements being concomitants of a scheme for 
extending th e railway lines into the city . It is an old 
:saying, "There is nothing new under the sun"; he wa s, 
therefore , not particul arly surprised, on recently becom­
mg the possessor of one of these old maps of Sydney, 
to find that in this idea of a new George-street extension 
which he had vigorously advocated for over ten years as 
his own, he had been ant icipated by half a century. This 
old map actually shows by dotted lines that over sixty 
yea rs ago proposals had been already made to exfend 
George-s treet southward from the Benevolent Asylum in 
a s traight line through f6 Redfern, and also in a straight 
line northward from Bridge-street t o Dawes Point. It 
may be mentioned here that the same map a lso shows 
Government House just upon the site where the founda­
tion-plate was recently unearthed in BriDge-s treet, and 
so it may be considered as fairly correct. Although no 
broad and general scheme for improving our main 
thoroughfare has ever been carried out, and there are 
no records t o show that a private person has brough t 
such forward and has received a careful hearing from 
the Municipal Council, yet a number of confined and 
dirty alleys, lanes , and d oses have since b een created. 

A st range apathy with regard to the advancement of 
the city seems to have developed, and, in fact , with re­
gard to all importan t matters affecting the appearance 
of our city and the health of the citizens , a general in-
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difference to what is going on appears to have become 
a distinguishing characteristic of the people themselves, 
and inability to look ahead of those who have undertaken 
to govern them. The municipal motto, "I take but I · 
surrender" would be a very good one if right ly mter­
preted , but "how not to do it" would appear to be more 
appropriate to conditions as we find them . 

There have been other institutions outside municipal 
ones which have had a great influence in bringing about 
the condIt IOn in which- we finet OUI surroundings . Look­
ing back at these it will be noted tha t the naval and mili­
tary influence under which the city was born continued 
dominant for many years, and showed itself in our civil 
a ffair s, while its traces remain in our midsf after the 
lapse of a century. 

There were giants of our eariy days; some were ex­
plorer s, while others were worKers nearer home who have 
left enduring monuments, like Major MitchelL in his 
g reat road over Mount Victoria, and his wonderful three­
sheet feature map of the colouy, or like Busby, who gave 
us the tunnel ana water supply a t Hyde Fark, from 
wha t is now the Centennial Park. To these pioneers we 
o.we more than can easily be comprehended by the youth 
of the present generat ion. All honour to the memory 
of such la rge-minded men in a small community. When 
the settlement became more impor tant later on, however, 
the supply of competent men does not appear to have 
been kept up, and it was quite a different matter en­
t rusting great works of the colony to younger men often 
without any professional experience, and appoin ting 
novices to important positions simply because they held 
honoured names, were upheld by influence, or backed by 
wealth. Such, however, seems to have been very largely 
the case, and the colony and city are now reaping the 
consequences and paying interest upon millions of abso­
lutely wasted money . With the discovery of gold in the 
middle of the century all old boundaries were alter ed; 
wealth became more assertive, and, when suddenly ac­
quired, more dazzling. The "noouveau riche" was every­
where, culture was a t a discount, and property and 
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wealth at a premium as a title to. distinct iDn. Municipal 
as well as Dther laws seem to hav\? been made in the 
interests Df property. Men sought public pDsitiDns fDr 
the sake Df the hDnDur and patrDnage a ttached to. them 
withDut any regard to. their qu alificatiDns; and they wer~ 
dected Dften beca1,lse mDre suitable peDple were either 
tDD busy Dr were making tDD mucD. mDney to. trDuble 
abDut their material surrDundings . The fact that Dnly 
property had a vDte in their electiDn has prDbably been 
the principal factDr in the · City CDuncil failing t o. under­
stand its respDnsibilities. 

I ii the year 1843, a Municipal CDuncii with a MaYDr 
at its head was established fDr Sydney, but it did so. 
badly that after wDrking fDr eleven years the GDvernment 
Df the day fDund it imperative to. supersede it. Three 
CDmmissiDners were then appDinted to. IDDk after the 
in terests Df the citizens, who. held Dffice fDr three years, 
and it was a t this periDd that the city waterwDrks were 
established at BDtany to. supersede Busby's bDre, and a 
syst em Df undergrDund sewerage cDmmenced. In the 
year 185 7 "(nDted as the year Df the wreck Df the "Dun­
bar"), municipal gDvernment was re-established, the HDn. 
GeDrge ThorntDn being the first MaYDr. At this time 
the TDwn Hall was held in what is nDW the OxfDrd HDtel. 
The authDr well remembers the drawing Dffices Dn the 
tDP flDDr, and the preparatiDn Df plans fDr wDrks in CDn­
nectiDn with the system Df sewerage then being carried 
Dut , with a large gun-metal Dutlet valve at FDrt Mac­
quarie . The great ventilatDr to. the sewers Dn Hyde Park 
-still knDwn to. many citizens as "ThDrntDn's smelling 
bDttle" at the tDP Df Ba thurst-street-was designed at 
this t ime . This upcast shaft was fitted with a furnace 
fDr establishing a draught , but it is very questiDnable if 
a fire was ever lighted in it after it was handed Dver to. 
the Municipal CDuncil. AbDut this periDd the Imperial 
trDDps were being withdrawn, military influence was Dn 
the wane, and then a trinity Df autDcracy became estab­
lished by the appDintment Df three Dfficers Dn the fDrma­
tiDn Df a Department Df Public WDrks . This was the 
fDundatiDn Df the great civil beaurocracy Df engineering 
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\Vhich now practically holds the whole of the public works 
of the colony in its octopus grasp. So much is this the 
case that Ministers of the Crown now sometImes appear 
to the uninitiated to be more the creatures than the 
masters of their offices, while at other times officers of 
high attainments seem to be made the sport of political 
opportunists . The public and a section of the press often 
confuse position and responsibility with attainment s and 
qualifications, in both Ministers and officers , and no mat­
ter how often failures may occur, or how serio!ls may 
be their results , never admit that the system under which 
our public works are carried on is inherently bad until 
they are obliged. It is not the fault of the talented and 
conscient ious professional servant s of the country who 
constitu te the focus of our great system of centralisat ion 
that their works extend over an area many times as la rge 
as the United Kingdom, and are so manifold that it would 
be impossible for them to be acquainted with .their de­
tails ; but it is the fault of our political system which 
allows it to continue, and the love of patronage which 
has time after time killed bills brought up for the estab­
lishment of local government. 

A great deal might be said here about the direful re­
sults which have ensued from this system of centralisa­
tion in our community, of the many millions of public 
money wasted, which would have been saved had a good 
system of local government been established years ago 
to create a spirit of rivalry and emulation between shire 
or district engineers to secure efficiency with economy. 
Now there are immense bills to be paid by a people who 
are deeply in debt and who have comparatively little to 
show for their money-money often spent in ridiculous 
extravag ances, which would not be found in the wealthy 
count ry we borrow from . Absolute essentials for a com­
monsense , civilised people have been entirely overlooked, 
while Government has carried out extensive and costly 
works, often under the direction of comparative amateurs 
and sometimes of a useless character. Thousands of 
pounds have been paid as salaries to gentlemen .with in­
fluence, who have sometimes been one on the top of 
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another in looking after or inspecting such works . No 
doubt many of the anomalies of the past have disap­
peared with the institution of the Public Service Board, 
and qualifications are necessary for all appointments 
made by this Board, is an institution we shall not have 
time to discuss this evening. It would appear to be 
inequitable that certain local centres, which have been. 
supplied with public works tha t they have no t ordered 
and did no t want , should pay for the mistakes inciden tal 
[0 central au thorities working at a great distance from 
their base. If such works a re sanctioned by Parliament, 
as representing the whole country, then the whole coun­
try should pay. At present in New South Wales the 
people of a country locality have very lit tle voice in the 
election of those who rule over the more important local 
works as they have in more advanced parts of the civil­
ised world. Under the Sydney Municipalities Act the 
aldermen of Sydney (as the writer has time after time 
pointed out) a re not the representa tives of the citizens, 
but only the represen tatives of a minori ty, and a re elected 
by a series of cliques or factions , in which corporation 
servants themselves may be great factors . As things 
a re now, a citizen may pay £500 a year for a set of 
chambers in George-st reet without having a vote, while 
a bottle-washer may pay five shillings per week for a 
shed in Woolloomooloo and be entitled to elect the alder­
man of his ward. 

If the people of Getupancumalong have to pay £20,000 

for public works carried out under cen tral authority for 
their benefi t, when an expenditure of six or seven thou­
sand pounds discreetly laid out would have served them 
just a s well, then it is largely their own fau lt for looking 
to the Government for everything, particulally so if they 
could find examples in other places where from 30 to 50 
per cent. has been saved under similar circumstances by 
the people looking out for themselves . But in the city 
of Sydney it is otherwise-the people as a body have no 
option under the laws as they exist , because they are not 
enfranchised. 
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It has, therefore, been impossible for thousands of 
reputable citizens to exe rt a positive influence for the 
better government of the city, however much they might 
express their opinion, and the recent strong a ction of 
the Chamber of Comme rce bas n<;1t led the City Council 
to frame a new City Corporation Act. 

I t is far from the scope and intentions of this paper to 
make charges or even cast reflections that will admit 
of personal application, yet in view of the awful serious­
ness of what has happened recently by the outbreak of a 
dreadful disease, la rgely due to the fi lthy condition of 
the city, one should not hesita te to lay bare unpleasant 
truths that have a special bearing now, even though they 
have been oft r epeated befQre . While no false delicacy 
should hold one's hand when plain outspokenness makes 
for the good of the whole community, it would be no good 
raking up old grievances if the source of them was done 
away with . In the present case the source is still turning 
out grievances, and it is only in the belief that a full 
exposure of such abuses, and that a comprehension of 
the difficulties surrounding their cure, is a nece ssary 
precedent to steps being taken to prevent their repeti­
tion, that the matter is now brought before this Associa­
tion as a public body. 

For 43 years, from the t ime that the Hon. George 
Thornton was Mayor, when the author was often engaged 
in business at the Town Hall in connection with works 
ca rried out by P. N. Russell and Co ., he has watched 
the operations of the City Council, known most of the 
Worshipful Mayors , and been acquainted with a la rge 
proportion of the aldermen . It must be acknowledged 
that he is a cquainted with many g ood works which the 
City Council has carried out during that time, and he is 
prepared to admit tha t most of it s members have been, 
~.nd s till are, very estimable citizens. This , however, he 
is assured of, and the opinion is backed by results , that 
as the units of a concrete body they have mostly been 
material in the wrong place. United as a Council, the 
city aldermen have certainly failed to do anything like 
justice to the fair city they were elec ted to govern . No 
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doubt, in a number of cases, the city has been improved 
by purchasing property which projected into the street s. 
The Council has kerbed and guttered by the mile , blocked 
ami paved, pulled down and rebuilt, but in what sort of a 
way? Ask the roll of contractors who have received city 
money, and look <l.t what has been achieved . 

When you see an enquiry like that held by the Council 
abou t two years ago degenerates into a farce , and find 
that there was no examination under oath, and then note 
that the anchor was dropped directly it got into sultry 
weather, what can you think of such a public body? 

No doubt the City Council has been shamefully treater; 
by the General Government by shearing them of their 
undoubted rights, taking away their streets for tram­
ways , and appointing boards whose authority clashed 8r 
overlapped their own . But did they ever make a dignifif!d 
stand in the interests of the city? 

You may point out in their favour that thousands of 
pounds have been spent in an unsystematic improvement 
of the mass of lanes and alleys which lie between Prince<"­
street and George-street (perhaps because there are a lot 
of votes up there), but it is not en record that a bill ever 
emanated from the Town Hall ask ing P a rliament to g ive 
the city power to resume the whole area of that district, 
and to layout a new quarter of the city as was proposed 
sixty years ago . For years and years the Council ran 
the water supply of the city, and the great pumping 
works at Botany, and in doing so it is said they paid for 
thousands upon thousands of tons of coal more than 
would have been necessary under business management. 
The Council has done many other unbusinesslike thing'> 
besides . As before stated, it would be no good unearth­
ing details of scandals which attached to the public COm­
petition when designs were invited from archItects some 
years ago for the Town Hall, when the objections of the 
competitors were not based on imaginary grievances. 
Neither need we say why a subsequent City Architect 
was so little ' pleased with his masters , that he promptly 
discharged himself from their service, when he learnt 
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more of their ways . Coming, however , to more recent 
times, many of us remember the rumours about the dis­
covery of contractors who made the mistake of putting 
the hundred-weights for their goods supplied into the 
tons columns of their bills , or something to that effect, 
and the mistakes of the City Council in paying them. 
The memory of the wonderful Town Hall foundations 
(utterly eclipsing, so it is said, anything "Tammany" has 
yet attempted in America) , and which were built from 
large unwrought stones dumped into a t rench right under 
the eyes of the Mayor and aldermen sitting in Council, 
lives still ; and the fact that the works were all passed, 
and something like thirteen thousand pounds was paid 
for them before they were unearthed , is yet in the memo­
ries of citizens. Besides this , many direct defalcations 
from Town Hall funds by its officers are not forgotten. 
We may be asked to believe that these things were acci­
dents, to which any great organisation is liable; but sup­
posing such is gran ted, where, we would ask, are the 
mighty works actually accomplished to serve as a set-off 
against them? Municipal Councils -in other countr-ies 
have established great records during recent years . 
Have we in Sydney municipal baths and washhouses, or 
even a few decent conveniences with public lavatories ? 
Have we city gasworks to secure the profits to the con­
sumers ? Where are our g reat city esplanades and foun­
tains, our bandstands with municipal music in the parks? 
We must give our aldermen credit for providing a first­
class city organ, but although Sydney is an ideal city for 
"al fresco" entertainment during a great part of the year, 
they have never given us a peal of carillons in the T own 
Hall, so that such delightful music might float over the 
city a t stated intervals. Yet our accomplisheo city or­
ganist is a professional carilloneur, and a set of forty or 
fifty bells up to three tons weight, such as afford outdoor 
pleasure to the citizens of many European cities, would 
cost much less than the market verandah came to . Did 
the Council ever consider the possibilities of Elizabeth­
street, or take steps towards making it an avenue of 
100 feet wide , from the Circular Quay to Mount Carmel? 



30 SYDNEY AND ITS INSTITU TIONS . 

H ave they even discussed the advantages or possibilities 
of building a viaduct from Bathurst-street to the railway 
s tation like the Holborn Viaduct in London, that would 
be a city improvement which would put a s top to the 
"Duke of York" proceedings by which ten thousand man 
power daily, besides that of horses and motors, is wasted 
by marches to the bottom of the hill in order to march 
up again like the celebrated Duke of York' s men? Did 
it (the Council) look well to the interests of the city when 
the slaughter-houses were removed from the bottom of 
Druitt-street and see the site was properly levelled and 
laid out ? 

These, and all -such matters, await the c::::::ning of a 
greater Sydney Council. We mu st, however, credit the 
City Council that it has accomplished a more ambitious 
work, one "greater than trifles whiCh shed f10 radiance 
of immediate glory" on all concerned. It has given us 
the "Queen Victoria Market s ." A mighty structure ! A 
g reat specula tion, and one that will repay us for looking 
into a little deeper for a few moments. 

According to the official speech of Sir Mat thew Harris 
on its grand opening day, this speculation of our city 
fathers is valued at about £700,000 s terling, and from 
the Mayor's recent statements we learn that it entails 
a loss to the citizens of £ 10,000 a year. One wonders 
if the Council ever had a responsible estimate made ot' 
its cost, and of the probable income to be derived from 
it, before they started on this huge expenditure. If such 
was ever done, it has been carefully kept from the public 
eye, and will never reach it now. I t is a s ingular thing 
the public can apply to a member of Parliament to ask 
questions of public interes t, or to move for "papers" to 
be 1aid on the t able of the "House," but the "papers" of 
the City Council are private, and not for the information 
of the "vulgar." This a simple member of this Associa­
tion once found to his sorrow, when he sought to prevent 
a mistake being made which seemed almost to involve a 
fraud. Instead of being thanked by the alderman , to 
whom he believed he was giving important intormation, 
he was rebuked in good round . terms because he was in 
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possession of a copy of a printed report upon a public 
work, which report was only intended fo r the eye of cer­
tain privilege d persons. 

Let us return to a consideration of this municipal in­
stitution , which has been most irreverently dubbed t1. 

monument of mons trosity by unsympathetic persons . It 
is called a "market building" we note, a lthough every 
feature which would indicate such a use or adapt it for 
market purposes is conspicuous by its absence. Whether 
-it is suitable for a market or not, it is one of the most 
costly and utterly inconsistent buildings in the world. 
Let us begin with the site; here the Council had a piece 
of ground all "frontage" and wlth comparatively no 
"depth"-because George and York streets at the spot 
a re only about 100ft. apar t. With practically no depth 
to begin with, it was decided first of all to throw away 
one-half the little area there was, and to create what is 
practically another street through the centre of the al­
ready narrow block, and thus leave ground estimated at 
an average value of £ 250 a foot fron tage, with a1:out 
28t. average depth. The cost of the useful portion of 
the s tructure seems to run out-on the Mayor's figures­
at about I S. 9d. per cubic foot, or, say, from four to six 
times the cost of other city markets ; but then it must be 
remembered "our market" has about twen ty small domes 
over it, and one big dome in the centre to show that it is 
a market. It has also beb'reen five and six dozen enor­
mous corbels at its upper angles, probably intended to 
carry lofty sky signs when the marke t business begin·s . 
For the present they only carry little tin temples, the use 
of which is not apparent. 

The g reat and lofty dome overhead, which dominates 
the whole conception and emphasises everything else, 
cannot possibly, however, be merely for the present. 
Such a conspicuous and prominent feature must be a 
permanency, and in it must abide the spirit of the whole 
great creation. Let us for one minute, as part owners 
of this mighty structure, try to bring ourselves into touch 
with it, and let us attempt to ascertain what that spirit 
is. Michael Angelo's great dome at Rome , although 


