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Foreword

‘xrhen I first read Lauriston Park: The Forgotten Village I was reminded of

comments [ made in 1989, when our Bicentennial history, The Heritage
of Botany was published. In the foreword to that book, I wrote that Council’s
intention was ‘to stimulate ... greater enthusiasm for local history in the com-
munity at large’, and described the task of the study and writing of the story of
Botany as ‘a serious challenge to professional researchers, archivists and entre-
preneurial publishers. This publication, the first in a series of planned works on
the history of the local area, shows how successful we have been in achieving
what we set out to do.

Why Lauriston Park? The clue to the answer is in the title — ‘the forgotten vil-
lage’ Not that the people who once lived there have forgotten the excitement
of growing up in an era of unprecedented change brought about by the devel-
opment of a major airport on their doorstep. Far from it. Their recollections
give this book an immediacy and vitality it would not otherwise have had. But
other people, especially the young and new arrivals in Botany, do not have such
long memories. Their knowledge of Lauriston Park depents on other people’s
accounts — both written and oral.

It is the same with other areas of Botany’ history. If we do not document our
past, it will be lost — and with it will go part of ourselves. That is why Council
set up the Botany Historical Trust — to ensure that local people not only own
the material which reflects our history, but also have the opportunity to share
their memories, ideas and expertise, so that the story of Botany is recorded and
passed on to others. Storage and preservation of historical records is an impor-
tant part of the Trust’s functions. But since the real value of these documents
lies in what they can tell us about our past, Trust members wanted to put their
knowledge and skills to work to interpret this information and produce lively,
informative, and above all, readable local histories.

All history is about people, so it was to them that Council’s researchers turned
to supplement written sources when they first began to delve into the history
of Lauriston Park. The resulting book is a collaborative effort between local
people and Botany Bay City Council. As research continued over many
months, the sustained enthusiastic public response to requests for information
on Lauriston Park surpassed even our most optimistic predictions. Library staff
who coordinated the project received dozens of phone calls and visits from peo-
ple willing to be interviewed and eager to lend or donate material. Some came
from the other side of Sydney to help us piece together the story. Others spent
hours talking to the authors, building up a vivid picture of life in Lauriston Park.
Then, when a draft was produced, members of the Botany Historical Trust vol-
unteered to undertake the task of fine tuning the manuscript before declaring
it ready for publication. To all the people who helped, I say thank you. This is
your history. We could not have done it without you.




I congratulate Georgina Keep and Genie Wilson for producing such an enter-
taining book. With their easy flowing writing style and understanding of the
subject, they make the task of unearthing the story of Lauriston Park look easy.
But as many writers will tell you, it can sometimes take hours of concentrated
effort to produce a few pages of skilfully worded text. Lauriston Park: The
Forgotten Village is the product of original research, which draws on newspapers,
Council and government archives, minutes of meetings of local clubs, letters and
oral accounts, to tell the story of a village which occupied only a few streets in
a working class suburb. Such meticulous research is hard work, but the results
make it worthwhile. I have a particular reason for feeling pleased about the
publication of this book. A few years ago, I saved Council’s precious archives
from oblivion, and set in train the process which culminated in the establish-
ment of the Botany Historical Trust. Naturally, I am delighted to see this mate-
rial being put to such good use.

Two things make this history unique. Firstly, it breaks new ground, since the
story of Lauriston Park has not been told with such completeness before.
Secondly, because of an accident of geography that placed their village close to
what was to become Australia’s largest international airport, the people of
Lauriston Park witnessed events of not only local, but national and internation-
al importance. This alone makes their story intensely interesting and relevant,
not only to the people of present day Botany, but to all Australians.

Spanning a period of nearly ninety years, this book is full of the energy and
enthusiasm of the everyday lives of people caught up in events which changed
the history of Australia. With its emphasis on social and environmental history,
it deals with issues and conflicts not discussed in any depth in previous histories
of Botany. I commend Council for the foresight it has shown in supporting the
publication of this book. With the continued help of all the people of Botany,
who are part of our history and give life to it, we are committed to ensuring
that more books like this one are produced. We have made a good start. It is
up to us all to keep the momentum going.

Ron Hoenig

Mayor of the City of Botany Bay
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Message from the President
of Botany Historical Trust

ver two hundred years ago, European settlement in Australia began at
OBotany Bay. This means that not only have we inherited a long and rich
local history, but that much of it is also of national, and often international
importance. Such good fortune adds excitement to the task of the historian,
and also brings with it added responsibilities for those charged with storing and
giving access to our historical heritage.

With this in mind, in 1994, Botany Bay City Council set up the Botany
Historical Trust. By preserving historical documents and objects, and recording
the memories of local people, members ensure that Botany’s past is available to
all to share. If we achieve our aim, readers of Lauriston Park: The Forgotten Village
will come away with much more than just an account of events in a little known
corner of Mascot. As well as reminding people of the changes which have taken
place near Sydney (Kingsford Smith) Airport, we hope that this book will
inspire everyone to become involved in researching and recording local history.
It is the starting point for further work which can be done only with the help
of the local community.

On behalf of the Botany Historical Trust, I thank Georgina Keep and Genie
Wilson, who carried out their research so thoroughly and gave us such a well
written account of the history of Lauriston Park. Thank you most of all to
everyone who contributed their photos and memories to help the authors with
this work. You are central to the success of the Botany Historical Trust, and it
is to you that the credit belongs for the publication of this book.

Jos Wiggins

President, Botany Historical Trust
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Introduction

The story of Lauriston Park begins with mudflats, mangroves and primal coastal
heathland. It ends in a landscape of industrial construction and concrete. In only
ninety years, the village grew from a tiny settlement to a community, which flour-
ished briefly, before gradually declining and eventually disappearing altogether.

Lauriston Park was a small village located at the mouth of the Cooks River on
the northérn shores of Botany Bay in Sydney. Europeans lived there from the
earliest days of settlement, but it was not until 1902 that the area was considered
to be ripe for potential development and was surveyed as an estate. The com-
munity derived its name from this planned estate.

At first progress was slow, and events drifted along until the outbreak of war in
1914. The people of Lauriston Park, like many others, fought in the long and
debilitating conflict. When the ‘Great War’ came to an end in November 1918,
they just wanted to resume their former peaceful way of life. And they felt there
was much which needed to be done.

The future promised a great deal to a world weary of war. People wanted sta-
bility, work, and a better lifestyle. Not all of the Lauriston Park residents were
aware of it yet, but they would soon have the opportunity to witness, and at
times participate in, the economic activity and technological developments of a
new era. Most obvious and exciting among the changes taking place in every-
day life was the emergence of the aircraft industry. In the decades to come,
planes would play an increasingly important role in commerce, transport and
defence. Because of an accident of geographical location, the residents of
Lauriston Park would soon find themselves very close to the centre of activity
in the development of this new industry.

In 1921, the Commonwealth Government resumed a number of swampy, grassy
paddocks close to the few houses which formed part of the Lauriston Park
Estate. This area was to become the site of Sydney’s principal airport. Despite
Botany Bay’s close links to the earliest days of the penal colony at Sydney, the
locality around the airport site was still only sparsely settled. The area was rela-
tively close to the main urban areas of the city, but progress had not affected the
residents greatly. Cows, goats and horses grazed in the paddocks surrounding
the houses. Some people owned a milking cow, others had a vegetable garden
or a few layer hens fenced off in the ‘chook yard’. Others bought their milk and
vegetables from the nearby dairy and market gardens.

Social activities centred around the local community, where people grew up in a
family atmosphere. Lack of good roads and the swampy nature of the land made
access difficult, especially in wet weather. Nor was the land particularly attrac-
tive for residential development, with tanneries and the remnants of Simeon
Lord’s wool washes on one side, and the Botany Sewage Farm on the other.
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The government’s decision on the location of the new airport was to have
unforeseen long term effects on the lives of the residents of the small village
of Lauriston Park. At the time, they probably welcomed the plan as a sign of
progress, hoping the changes would bring jobs, money, more public amenities
and a higher standard of living. No-one realised that the decision would
eventually mean the end of the community. As the airport expanded, the peo-
ple of Lauriston Park ceded more and more land, until the village eventually
disappeared entirely.

Today, the Cooks River and the Bay area near the airport have been physically
changed. Two runways crisscross one another, and a third has recently been
completed. The overseas terminal has been extended. New check-out coun-
ters are equipped with the latest high-tech equipment to cope with increasing
demand. A plane takes off or lands every few minutes.! Passengers with a win-
dow seat in an approaching aircraft see a heavily industrialised landscape sur-
rounded by a residential fringe and dotted by parkland and golf courses. All
around the airport lies an immense infrastructure of courier companies, facto-
ries, container terminals and arterial roads, heavily laden with traffic. Lauriston
Park no longer exists, and few remember it.

Progress has overtaken many communities like Lauriston Park. Sydneysiders
born since World War 2 view their city as a highly urbanised and closely linked
metropolis. They are often unaware of the previous existence of small semi-
rural settlements like Lauriston Park, located relatively near the city centre.
Most of these communities, with their lively village atmosphere, have disap-
peared. Yet Lauriston Park retains an important place in the history of the local
area. In a relatively short time, successive generations of residents of this little
known and unpretentious village saw more change in their surroundings than
was witnessed by many who lived in the larger and more imposing towns and
cities of Australia.




Chapter 1

The Early Years

t dusk on 10 January 1800, the convict ship Minerva weighed anchor

just outside the Sydney Heads. On board were 188 convicts, 73 of

them political prisoners, transported for taking part in the Irish

ebellion of 1798.2 In addition to its human cargo, the Minerva car-

ried supplies and a variety of goods for sale at highly inflated prices. There was

keen competition among enterprising traders, including emancipated convict

Simeon Lord and the officers of the New South Wales Corps, to snap up the
most sought after items for resale at a healthy profit.

The next day at dawn, with the free passengers lining the deck, the ship sailed
through the Heads and into Port Jackson. Slowly making its way towards
Sydney Cove, the vessel passed the rocky outcrop of Pinchgut Island, where all
eyes fixed upon a bleached skeleton hanging from a gibbet and rattling in the
wind.? The remains were all that was left of Francis Morgan, a convict who had
been hanged for murder three years earlier.* As the Minerva drew nearer to the
shore, curious onlookers watched, following the progress of a young convict
who was rowing resolutely towards the vessel. Perhaps he had hopes of getting
his hands on some of the spirits in the ship’s hold. Or maybe he just wanted to
have a closer look at the new arrivals. In any case, he was so caught up in the
excitement of the moment that he either did not hear, or deliberately ignored,
repeated warnings to stop. He was abruptly shot and killed by a marine,> an
incident which witness Joseph Holt later described as ‘the first tyrannical act I
saw since I left County Wicklow’® This display of arbitrary justice was a warn-
ing to everyone of the fate which could befall those who defied authority in
New South Wales.

Amongst the convicts aboard the Minerva were two Irish rebels,” labourers
Andrew Byrne and Edward Redmond, who had been transported for life.® Any
thoughts they might have had then about their future prospects were no doubt
bleak and full of uncertainty. But they were destined for a better life than they
would have enjoyed had they remained in Ireland. Like many Irish political
prisoners, they were soon granted pardons and prospered reasonably quickly
after their arrival in the colony. Both men were given land near the future vil-
lage of Lauriston Park, and went on to become influential Catholic laymen.’

At first, only convicts and their gaolers came to New South Wales, but soon a
trickle of free settlers began to arrive, seeking to escape the poverty of life in
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English cities. Gradually, the colony lost its penal character as the population of
Australian born increased and more and more free immigrants arrived. The set-
tlement developed, expanded and prospered as part of the British Empire. But
European settlement brought hardship and suffering to the indigenous people
of Botany Bay. The single-minded determination which helped to create vil-
lages like Lauriston Park also meant the dispossession of the local Aboriginal
people and the destruction of their lifestyle.

For thousands of years before the name ‘Lauriston Park’ first appeared on maps
of the Municipality of North Botany, the local Aboriginal people had been
managing the land on the banks of the Cooks River where it flowed into
Botany Bay. The Kameygal people used every natural resource available. They
knew exactly where to look to find a plentiful supply of food, and how to make
the most of the plants and trees growing nearby.

Unlike the Europeans who settled the land after 1788, the Aboriginal people
were not farmers or industrialists. Small bands set up camp sites along the
Cooks River, fishing, hunting and gathering food, and living in close harmony
with the environment. Survival skills were passed on to everyone in the group,
so that each succeeding generation benefited from the knowledge of those who
had gone before.

Local plants provided the raw material for food, weapons, medicines and every-
day utensils. Shell middens lined the banks of the Cooks River, testifying to the
importance of fishing in the everyday lives of the Kameygal. Both men and
women were involved in this vital activity. Men launched canoes on the river,
taking with them spears fashioned from the native Xanthorrhoea or grass tree. A
shark’s tooth, or other suitable sharp object, was fixed to the end of the shaft with
glue made from heated resin, extracted from the base of this tree.!® Fragile craft
were easily damaged, so small holes often had to be plugged with the same ver-
satile resin. Larger leaks were patched with paperbark, taken from nearby trees.!!
The women cast out lines to which were attached hooks made from shell. They
chewed up bits of shellfish and spat them into the water to attract fish.!?

Nothing went to waste. The Kameygal quenched their thirst with a sweet
drink, similar to mead, made from liquid extracted after soaking the spikes of
the Xanthorrhoea tree in water. The soft basal part of the leaves was also eaten,'?
and the seed pods of the Grey Mangrove were pounded and soaked, until they
too were edible.!*

Sheets of paperbark were also used to dress wounds,'® as ‘groundsheets’ during
childbirth,'® and as protective covers on shields, so the bearer would not scrape
his knuckles.!” With a plentiful supply of water close at hand, and an abundance
of food to be gathered nearby;, life on the banks of the Cooks River was far less
rigorous for the Kameygal than it was for Aboriginal people in the more remote
regions of Australia. But life was far from easy for the Europeans, who arrived
in the colony without the skills or knowledge needed to survive in the bush —
even in the relatively mild climate of Sydney.

White settlers soon began to encroach upon traditional Aboriginal lands.
Ignoring the needs and rights of the local tribes, enthusiastic administrators soon
began to carve up the land and apportion it to those they considered to be most
hard working and deserving of ownership. To the Europeans, progress meant




commercial and industrial development, and those who were given land were
expected to be a part of it.

As part of this process, in 1809, three tracts of land known as ‘Seaview’,
‘Newcastle’ and ‘Cool Harbour’ were granted to Andrew Byrne, Mary Lewin
and Edward Redmond. The farms lay in a flat swampy area covered by low
scrub and trees, fronting onto the banks of the Cooks River at a point aptly
named ‘Mudbank. Years later Edward Lord, son of the ex-convict industrialist
Simeon Lord, recalled how difficult it was to cross this region on horseback.!8
When Thomas Woore visited the area in 1833 and 1834 to collect aquatic
plants, he commented that ‘it was very difficult to travel, and in many places
impossible to do so ... We at all times carried a piece of rope to drag each other
out, should we get immersed.!® This area was later chosen as the site for the
Lauriston Park Estate.

Isolated in a harsh and inhospitable environment, the settlers near the Cooks
River were struck by the vivid colours of the native plants. The Eastern Suburbs
Banksia Scrub gave a yellowy green tinge to the sandy terrain. Varying shades
of pink brightened an otherwise barren landscape, bringing a softness to the sur-
rounding bushland. The moister areas were covered by the Pink Waxflower,
which was intermixed with Boronias, Pink Swamp Heath and River Roses.
Splashes of white were provided by the Wedding Bush, while closer to the estu-
arine swamps of the Cooks River were ‘extensive mangroves, mainly Grey
Mangrove ... and saltmarsh and dry salt plain’.2°

Keen to make the most of every opportunity, Andrew Byrne took to farming.
He cleared the land, sold the wood to the Sydney watch-house to fuel their
fires,?! and raised horses, which fed on the low-growing saltmarsh covering the
area. Byrne also gathered the oyster shells left by the Aboriginal people on the
banks of the Cooks River, and burnt them to extract lime for sale to the gov-
ernment.??> Natural lime deposits had not yet been discovered locally, so Byrne

Thompson, John,
‘Mud Bank Botany,
at the mouth of the
Cooks River, 1830.
Dixon Galleries, SLNSW
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Lycett, Joseph,

View of the Heads and part
of Botany Bay from the end
of the Cooks River’ [n.d.].
Dixon Library, SLNSW

was fortunate to have easy access to a product which was in heavy demand.
Limestone was the main ingredient in the mortar which was used to cement
bricks together to build much needed houses in the colony. Wattle and daub
houses were whitewashed with lime to protect them from the weather. Business
boomed and Byrne grew richer.

In 1812 he married Mary Lewin but the union was short. Over forty years of
age at the time of her marriage, Mary bore three children in quick succession
and died in 1815, either during childbirth or soon afterwards. Byrne quickly
remarried, and in 1819 advertised both the ‘Newcastle’ and ‘Seaview’ properties
for sale, describing them in glowing terms as ‘two valuable farms containing
thirty acres each ... with a full prospect of the Ocean ... a delightful fishery ...
[and] a good Country House which can be repaired at a trifling Expence [sic &
Byrne’s imaginative and colourful description of his properties emphasised their
selling points, but conveniently failed to mention the obvious drawbacks of life

in this still inaccessible region.

Not until 1813 was a ‘carriage road’ built leading to the shores of Botany Bay.
It was paid for by subscription, with contributors including Andrew Byrne and
Edward Redmond.?* Realising how much they had to gain from having easier
access to their properties, these settlers agreed to pay for the road to be extend-
ed as far as Mudbank where they lived. The contractor for the construction of
the road was William Simms, a private in Macquarie’s 73rd Regiment.? Later
descriptions of the approach to the Bay were less than flattering. In his book
Travels in New South Wales, Alexander Majoribanks gives a vivid account of a visit
to Botany Bay:




The road is wretched in the extreme, deserving the name of a cart
track. Immediately on leaving Sydney, you enter upon a complete
desert of barren sand with low scrub or brushwood, which con-
tinues nearly all the way, and at one spot in particular when look-
ing around in every direction there is not a vestige of a human
habitation to be seen, so that one might actually suppose he was
travelling through the desert of Arabia ... In fact I saw more ser-
pents than flowers, so that I should have felt inclined to have called
it Serpentine Bay.2°

Other nineteenth century descriptions of the land near Botany Bay were equal-
ly damning. In 1846, Lieutenant-Colonel Godfrey Mundy lamented:

So well founded were the objections of Phillip to Botany Bay ...
that even at the present day, although only seven miles from
Sydney, there are scarcely a dozen houses on its margin ... The
shores of the inlet are still as unpopulated as if it were a thousand
miles from the city.?’

In spite of the many unpleasant remarks made about the difficulty of travelling
in the Botany Bay region, it would be wrong to suppose that the whole of the
landscape was as impassable as the swampy area which was later to become the
Lauriston Park Estate. On the eastern side of Mudbank, in the present-day sub-
urb of Botany, was a much more attractive sandy stretch of coastline known as
Long Beach. On this more hospitable shore, Thomas Kellett built the Sir Joseph
Banks Hotel, hoping to attract the custom of both family day trippers, as well as
the more genteel members of Sydney society. This venture was a great success.
By the 1850s, the hotel and the surrounding gardens were already becoming
known as a pleasure resort, with enthusiastic Sydneysiders regularly gathering
there to take part in picnics, dances and sporting activities.?®

Allport, Henry Curzon,
‘Entrance of Cooks River
at Botany Bay, 1840.
Mitchell Library, SLNSW
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For the locals, the hotel was also a great drawcard. On special occasions, resi-
dents made the trip around the coast to enjoy the attractions offered there.
When they occasionally did so, they must have been impressed by the relative
luxury of the accommodation at the hotel, with its landscaped gardens fronting
onto a sandy shore. Living conditions for the settlers on the banks of the Cooks
River were far more basic.

The wet and boggy conditions which so annoyed the early travellers to Botany
Bay were an advantage to entrepreneur Simeon Lord. He was the first
European to recognise the potential of the natural water supply of the Botany
Swamps. In 1815, Lord established a woollen mill on the banks of a stream near
where Sydney (Kingsford Smith) Airport is now located. To power this mill,
Lord dammed the stream, so creating the Mill Pond. Here he established a wool
scouring and wool manufacturing industry. His nearby residence, Banks House,
is said to have been the first house constructed in the Botany district. ‘It was
erected on ti-tree piles because of the swampy nature of the ground.?®
Encouraged by the success of his activities, Tord also constructed a second dam,
just above the high water mark of Botany Bay, along the margin of the swamp.
The impounded water of this dam turned [an] undershot wheel, which worked
a flour mill’®® These were the first of many industries set up close to where the
village of Lauriston Park was later to be established.

Simeon Lord was not the only one to recognise the value of the water supply
in the area. Market gardeners also quickly realised that there were considerable
financial benefits to be gained from exploiting the natural geographical features
of the Botany Bay district. By the 1830s they had already arrived in the area,
and were to remain there for over a hundred years, their gardens eventually
encircling Lauriston Park. Then, in 1855, ‘approximately 75 acres were resumed
from Simeon Lord, [including] ... his home, the woollen mill and the remains
of the flour mill’®' This marked a new stage in the history of Botany. The area
was about to provide water for the whole of the growing city of Sydney — a role
which was to have a profound and lasting effect on the development of the
entire region.































































































































































































































