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The McElhone Reserve- Heritage Report

1.0 Introduction
1.1 Background

The McElhone Reserve was created after Svdney City Council acquired three vacant lots in fronf| of
Elizabeth Bay House in 1948-9, 22 vears after they had been put up for aucrion but not sold in 1927,
These lots — 4, 5 and 6 ~ once comprised the sweeping lawns that served as a forecourt to Elizabeth Bay
House, serving the dua) purpose of displaying the House as an elegant marine villa when viewed from|/the
Harbour, and of facilitating the enjoyment of the superb views from the House to the Harbour, right dcaM
to the Heads. It was a miracle that these three lots had remained unsold, despite a further attempt in IQP
It is possible that the House itself had generated such awe and respect, and that its visual relationship with
the Harbour was so well understood, which had stayed the hand of prospective bidders. However, the
onset of the Great Depression and the subsequent involvement of Australia in World War 11 probably had
a Tot to do with that. The House itse!f was enduring a period of neglect during this time, and was used|as a
boarding house for artists.

—::‘:E_L
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Shortly after purchasing the land, Sydney City Council had the site cieared, and requested llmar Bergins,
a landscape designer on its staff, to prepare a park design. Just what instructions Berzins was giver)|are
not known, but it would appear that the Council principally envisaged the creation of a municipal park to
serve the neighbourhood. It is not known if Berzins was told to pay heed to the original role of this oFiJen'

“space as the forecourt to Elizabeth Bay House, although there were those in the Council who clearly
placed importance on maintaining the views between it and the Harbour (see below). However, he
appears not to have been told to re-establish its relationship to the House, nor to attempt to recreate 1ts
original layout and planting. In the event, he created a design which paid heed to the open space|and
natural rock features of the site, and whose plantings did not obstruct the two-way views between
and Harbour. He re-established extensive lawns on the site, introduced water by means of infornal
and provided for shade around the park edges. To that extent, therefore, he respected the origi
context of the original forecourt, for which we all are grateful.

by Svdney City Council, to the extent of winning several garden competitions run by the Sydney Mo
Herald in the early 1970s. For the last eleven years it has been managed by South Sydney City Co
and as the Reserve’s fabric became worn, and plants matured and became over-grown or senesc
litle more intervention was required. In the process, incremental changes were made to the detai

among perceptive residents and users, to the point where a petition containing approximatel
signatures was put to South Sydney City Council, requesting the reinstatement of some plantin
removal of new pond edging. Because it became apparent that, in this case, the devil lay truly
detail, Council decided that a proper heritage study should be prepared which would provide profes
guidance for future management and maintenance. That is the purpose of this Report

1.2 Aims

To achieve the above, Council engaged Mayne-Wilson & Associates, heritage landscape consulta
prepare a heritage studv which would prowde reliable historic information on the creation and ev
of the Reserve, identify its key values, and give guidance for its future management in a way that would
satisfy residents. In addition, the consultants were requested to review the draft Jandscape mastey plan
which Council officers had prepared, and provide advice on what changes or additions may be desjrable.
The community was to be consuited during this process by means of workshops and invitations to make
submissions directly to the consultants. This Report therefore has been prepared to satisfy this brief.

Mayne-Wilson & Associates . Conservation Landscape Architects
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1.3 The Study Area
The study area (to be referred to henceforth as “the site”) comprises the McElhone Reserve, an open space
bounded on the north by Billvard Avenue, on the west and south by Onslow Avenue, and on the east by
two tall apartment blocks, in the suburb of Elizabeth Bay. Directly across Onslow Avenue stands
Elizabeth Bay House, the historic mansion to which the site once served as an open, grassed forecourt.
The location of these elements in shown in figure 1.

1.4 Methodology

The consultants, as their first step, sought and obtained from the Curator of Elizubeth Bay House, Mr
Scott Carlin, and from the Historic Houses Trust at Lyndhurst, relevant historic information about the
original garden installed by Alexander Macleay, Colonial Secretary for NSW between 1827 and 1837,
They then obtained relevant information and documents from the archives of Sydney City Counci! (for
the period up to 1988) and from South Sydney Council for the later period. From these sources. the
consultants acquired a good understanding of the site as it had evolved since 1827,

Included in the South Sydney Council files were letters and a pention from local residents expressing
their concern about actions which had been taken in the park which they considered diminished its
aesthetic qualities and established character substantially. As a consequence of reading these, the
consultants suggested to the Council that a park user survey should be undertaken to ascertain what users
liked and disliked about the park, what they used it for, and whether they would like any changes or
improvements made. Council agreed to this proposal, and interviews were conducted during a wide range
of hours when it was anticipated that different types of users would be available to interview, and
different uses and functions may occur.

The consultants also undertook a detailed site analysis of the fabric of the park, focussing particularly on
its vegetation and stonework, as well as its two-way visual catchment between Elizabeth Bay House and
the Harbour. Its more subtle perceptual qualities were also recorded, such as the separate ‘garden rooms’
created by the plantings above the ponds; the changes in visibility of views to the Harbour (including the
intrusiveness of rooftops of the large buildings below Billyard Avenue) as one moved about the park; the
limited availability of shade; and the substantial degree of overlooking from tall, surrounding buildings.

Provision was made by the Council for consulting local residents about their views on the park, not only
through the park user survey but by inviting them to correspond directly with the consultants and to attend
two workshops, the first of which was held on 22 January 2001. Prior to this, the consultants had held
discussions with Scott Carlin on 21 December 2000, and on 6 January 2001 with some members of the
informal group of Friends of the McElhone Reserve. As a result of these initiatives, the consultants came
to achieve a good understanding of the issues that concerned the local community as well those with a
professional understanding of the heritage, aesthetics, and management of the park.

At the Community Consultative Meeting on 22 January, the consultants put on display 14 sheets which
summarised their finding about the origins, evolution, design, and use of the Reserve between 1827 and
the year 2000. Warwick Mayne-Wilson summarised the findings his firm had made and outlined the
issues he had identified from the park user survey and his many discussions that must be addressed. He
drew attention to the need to reach a sensitive balance between competing uses and perceptions over the
last 175 years, and concluded by outlining what he suggested as desirable future works. These generally
were endorsed by those present at the meeting, and commented upon by the Reserve’s gardener, Kerry
Rolfe in a supportive way, In the course of the discussion, considerable interest was expressed by some

! Macleay remained a respected figure, and was elected Speaker of the first Legislative Council in 1843. Source: Carlin, 8.
2000 Elizabeth Bay House: A Historv 4 Guide. Historic Houses ~f Trust of NSW.
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Fig. 1 Location plan - The Arthur McElhone Reserve, Elizabeth Bay.
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participants in the original role and relationship between the House and the forecourt open svace that now
constitutes the core of the Reserve. Various suggestions were then made that this warranted further
examination and public interpretation so that future users and visitors would appreciate it. It was agreed
that this could be one of the matters addressed at the second community consultative meeting on 22
February, along with a more developed landscape master and planting plan.

1.5 Report Structure
1.5.1 A Three Strand Approach. _
The consultants identifed three main strands to be addressed in the research, analysis and assessment
phase of this report, namely:
1. The creation of the site as a forecourt to Elizabeth Bay House
2. Conversion of the site to a public reserve
3. The attitudes and needs of contemporary park users and admirers.

The first two strands involved, in essence, the identification of the history and evolution of the site. This
is set out in the first two sections under the heading ‘History of the Site”. It;is then followed by an
assessment of its heritage values or ‘cultural significance’, which are assessed under the seven criteria
used today for heritage assessment in New South Wales. One of these criteria has to do with the esteem n
which the place is held by the community. As this covers communities in both the 19" century and the
20" century, up to the present time, it provides the linkage between the third strand and the first two.

1.5.2 The Structure

The identification and analysis of ail the information gathered in the historical research leads to an
assessment of the heritage or cultural significance of thé Reserve, which will be summansed in
accordance with the key points under each criterion.

Following this is a section identifying the principal conservation issues relating to the site, broad
management considerations, community expectations, and the various constraints and opportunities.
From this a conservation policy will be recommended, followed by series of strategies and detailed
actions. This will be provided in the form of specific aims, or desired outcome, for every relevant aspect
of the reserve, with prescriptive actions spelt out where appropriate. These are intended to be a useful
guide to those directly managing the reserve. While not denying them the opportunity to exercise some
discretion and judgement within such matters as planting schemes, repairs to stonework, pond
maintenance, and so on, the gudelines are, it is hoped, sufficiently precise to ensure that, if faithfully
followed, th> heritage values, design intentions and community expectations are preserved and met.

A word of caution is necessary here. Most landscape architects and others with aesthetic or design
training or self-education will have an urge to advocate what they regard as desirable aesthetic
improvements or adjustments to such a site. However, aesthetic conceptions vary considerably between
individuals, and change — evolve, become more informed and refined - over the years. Moreover, matters
such as taste and fashion can be involved, especially vis-a-vis planting schemes, and these can be quite
subjective and emotional. The task of a heritage landscape consultant is different from this: 1t is to
identify the design intent and the period style of an historic landscape, plus the way it has evolved over
time. and then assess its (cumulative) cultural significance, while ar the same time taking into account
contemporary uses, any concensus on aesthetic evaluations, and community perceptions and expectations.

It is often a difficult matter for judgement as to whether to select a key period for the site — usually when
a designed landscape has reached its maturity or potential as intended; or whether to acknowledge and
respect each and every change or addition that has occurred to the site since it was first developed,
because these reflect evolving uses and ‘inputs’ (especially plantings) over its lifetime. This task involves

Mayne-Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architects




Heritage Study ang Landscape Review McEihone Resefve, Flizabeth Bay

a judicious assessment of whether the original design and its underlying intention was superior in mpst
respects — e.g. had greater integrity, fitness to purpose or aesthetic value - to the end product that fhas
evolved over time. [t is the task of this study to make that difficult choice. In the end, a nice balance |has
to be struck between retaining the best (i.e. heritage values) of the old while accepting the best of what

!

currently exists. It is to be expected that not evervone will agree with the choices that are made here.

1.6 Authorship
This report has been written entirely by Warwick Mayne-Wilson. However, it draws on a rang
research material, ideas, discussions and suggestions contributed by a wide vanety of sources, whicljjare
acknowledged below. While he accepts responsibility for the expression of findings |and
recommendations in this Report, he has based these on wide research and consultations described aq ve
including frequent discussions with officers of South Sydney City Council, hus client.

of

1.7 Report limitations :
While every effort — within the fairly tight timeframe available — has been made to obtain accuratg and
precise information about the origins, design and evolution of the McElhone Reserve, not every aspé’- t of
it was documented historically. Some assumptions have had to be made on certain matters, and| it 1s
possible that later, more detailed research by others will provide confirmation or greater precisi
However, the author is confident that the broad lines of this study, inciuding its research and finding
sufficiently accurate for the purposes of this Report and the needs of his client.

100
are

!
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2.0 History of the Site
The evolution of the site of the McEihone Reserve can be divided roughly into four periods, of which
cnly two are of sustained interest to this study. The first was the pre-settlement period, in whbth no
. \formation is available other than that the site consisted of a series of well-vegetated sandstone benches
stepping down the ridge from what is now known as Kings Cross and terminating in a white, sandy beach
which comprised one of the bays of along Sydney Harbour. From the sandstone benches facing/north-
east magnificent views could be obtained along the harbour, with islands in the middle distance d the
heads on the distant horizon.

The second period begins with European settlement and the naming of that bay ‘Elizabeth Bay'| by the
early administration. Although the bay and its backdrop (to the ridge of Kings Cross) was onginglly set
aside as a public reserve by Govemnor Macquan'ez, his successor Governor Darling granted 54 acges of it
to his Colonial Secretary, Alexander Macleay in 1826. (According to Carlin, the two men were poljtically
quite conservative, and the relationship between their two families — and indeed their residences along
Bridge Street in the city until 1837 - were quite close.)

* Carlin, op. cit. p.2
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A great deal has already been written about Macleay and his Elizabeth Bay property” and it does not need
to be reproduced here. However, certain salient points need to be made.

3

38
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Alexander Macleay began molding the landscape of his property in 1827, eight years before the
bu1ldmg of his elegant mansion commenced. He spent a great deal of money (and time) in having
the landscape fashioned accordlng to the principles of the late 18% century British landscape
movement and the early 19" century precepts of the Picturesque. In pamcula_r he created a large
forecourt of gently sloping ground in front of the platform he created for his future house. He had
two terrace walls built to create this forecourt, which he planted with lawn and a range of bulbs,
many from South Africa.

Macleay envisaged the forecourt serving both to provide clear views out to the Harbour, while at
the same time enabling it to be viewed as an elegant marine villa in a wild, picturesque setting
from the Harbour. The general effect is shown in Conrad Martens several paintings of the property
in the 1804s, the clearest of which is contained in figure 2. It became perhaps the most celebrated
landscape 1n the Colony at the time, and elegant outdoor entertainments were held there from
1829 onwards, well before the house itself was built.* Indeed, the cost of the landscaping works
was so heavy that it served as a constraint on the completion of the House itself.

Macleay, and subsequently his son, William Sharp Macleay, were keen horticulturalists and
entomologists, and planted the garden with a very wide range of trees and shrubs, mostly exotics
which were collected or donated to them from all over the world. (Quite a number of these were
planted even before they were acclimatised and propagated in the nurseries and conservatories 1n
Kew.) An indication of the size and scope of the garden is provided in fig.3. Apart from some
buibs, however, few of these plants were planted within the forecourt, and the Macleays retained
as many of the native trees and shrubs on its (north-western) perimeter as possible — see fig. 4.
The forecourt was deliberately maintained as a Lg:»acxous open lawn with the green turf sweeping
right up to Elizabeth Bay House in the best 18" century British manor house tradition. This is
clearly depicted in two photographs taken between 1895 and 1903 - see figs.5 & 6. As those
photographs also show, some trees were planted on the south-east and north-west edges of this
space, in order to frame the views between the House and the Harbour. At different times these
comprised eucalypts, figs, patms and pines. Remnant Eucalypts are seen in the ¢.1865 photograph
(fig.5) taken of the natural rock shelter at the base of the forecourt (now bordered by Billyard
Ave.).

Although the land on which the elaborate gardens were laid out and planted have long since been
built over, and very few of the original trees remain, quite detailed and extensive lists were kept of
al} the plants collected from many sources — see for example those attached to the Conservation
Plan and to the publication Mr Macleay's Garden’. While it would not be possible to attempt 1o
re-create Macleay’s garden today, it would be possible to provide some link between Macleay
and his surviving forecourt lawn by judiciously selecting from among those plants some which
would serve the design purposes of the present McElhone Reserve.

The third period covers the interregnum between the final subdivision of the Elizabeth Bay estate in 1927
and the acquisition of lots 4, 5 and 6 containing the original forecourt by Sydney City Council in 1948.
Despite the enticements in the advertisement of the 1927 subdivision - see fig. 7 - these lots had

¥ The most authoritative account to date was written by the present Curator of Elizabeth Bay House, Scott Carlin. This appears
both in his (draft) Conservation Plan and his Guide to the House, already cited.
¢ ¢ Carlin, op. cit. p.82

* A paper compiled by the Historic Houses Trust for an exhibition at Elizabeth Bay House, June — August 1981 See also the
appendix to Dr Lionef Gilbert's publication entitied Mr Macleay 's Elizabeth Bay Garden. Canberra. 2000

Mayne-Wilson & Associaies Conservation Landscape Architects
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Fig. 2 All of the early paintings of £lizabeth Bay House from the late 1830s indicate that the immediate
foreground to the mansion was always maintained as an open expanse of lawn, kept clear of any
plantings which would interrupt its presentation as a marine villa or obscure key views to and
from the Harbour. The many paintings of the property produced by Conrad Martens - such as the
one above - show the house in a picturesque setting, sitting grandly on a platform at the summit
of a sweeping lawn, as so many 18" and early 19® century mansions in Britain did.

A record of the commencement of the site works at Elizabeth Bay by Alexander Macleay’s

daughter Fanny Macleay in November 1832:
‘My father has been levelling ground and blowing up rocks (by deputy of course} at Elizabeth
Bay in order to gain a lawn for our new Residence - the foundation for which must be laid

soon’.

A record of the continuation of site works at Elizabeth Bay by Fanny Macleay in August 1833;
‘The House there is not begun yet, but a spacious, beautifully sloping lawn has been made,
and drains (a work of expense and time, I assure you) completed now..,”

Mayne-Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architeals
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Plan of Macleoys Garden

in 1875

Fig. 3
A plan of the Macleay property produced c.1875 by surveyor F. H. Reuss shows that the area
immediately in front of the mansion was not crisscrossed by paths and did not support elaborate
garden bed designs. It is evident both from the patterning of the remainder of Macleay’s grounds
and from visitors’ recounts of the property that most pf the Macleay family’s horticultural
pursuits were carried out in zones beyond the mansion’s immediate environs. The ‘botanical’
gardens, orchard and orangery were located to the north and east, on the colluvial flats near the
edge of the Bay, while the wood!and walks were mostly in bushland north-west of the mansion.

Description of the entry drive to £lizabeth Bay House grounds by Thomas Shepherd in 1836
(Whilst the drive appears not to have built in the way it was described by Shepherd, the
landscape treatment for the lawn that was to be the centre of the carriage loop remained the same
upon construction)

‘The approach of the mansion enters at the south-east corner; it is seen for several hundred
yards, and then takes a bold turn towards the coach sweep in front of the house without any
reverse turn, whicl adds to its beauty. The coach sweep will form an exact oval, the whole
width of the front of the house, convex in the centre and covered with mowed grass. No
clumps will be placed in the centre of the lawn, as that would lessen its breadth, but the lawn
will be surrounded by a shrubbery...’

Mayne-Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architects
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Fig. 4 _

Macleay, in accordance with the precepts of the picturesque, retained a portion of the native
vegetation to frame his residence, both when viewed from the Harbour and as a framing,
foreground element in the broad northerly view down to the Harbour from Elizabeth Bay Hous)
This photograph, attributed to Sir William Macarthur ¢ 1 863, shows that some native trees we
retained close to the natural cave below the lawn forecourt wall and along walks to the west.

s

Description of Elizabeth Bay House grounds by nurseryman and designer Thomas Shepherd in
1836.

‘The mansion is placed upon a flat piece of land, in the bosom of a gentle elevation, furnish
with beautiful trees, branching off in thick masses to the right and left. 4 splendid open law :
is placed in the main centre front of the house, leaving to view from the adjoining grounds
and windows one of the most interesting prospects of the harbour...’

\s-
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Photographs of Eflizabeth Bay House from 1895 and 1903, taken pnor to the extension of Onslow
Avenue in front of the mansion, showing it sitting astride a sweeping lawn which was bordered .
by mature trees (principally stone pines at this stage). |

Marguerite Fairfax, recalling the occupancy of Sir William John and Lady Macieay at Flizabeth |
Bay House (1865-1903): ;
‘the lovely lawn in front of Elizabeth Bay House - ablaze with ixias, sparaxis, and freesias of
every colour’.

Mayne-\Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architects
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Pave Khiean

Fig. 7

Taken as part of an auction sale document in 1927, this photograph shows the maturity and s
of the [lizabeth Bay House upper gardens, situated to the east of the main lawn area fronting|the
mansion. There is no evidence to suggest that gardens similar to these were developed within|the
area of the lawn platform that now supports the McElhone Reserve,

Elizabeth Bay House Estate subdivision document, 1927
‘The lawn, immediately surrounded by the fine carriage drive fronting the residence, is sald to
have cost eriginally 3000 pounds to make, and contained every specimen of Cape bulb thay
could be collected.’

The Sydney Morning Herald, March 30, 1937:
- ‘In front of Elizabeth Bay House, but divided from it in the last subdivision of land, is the t‘m't
remnant of this once famous old garden-1It is a strip of land, say an acre or more, now covered
with tangled grass and straggling garden plants run wild, The old stone wall along Billyar
Avenue is now dismantled, but when I searched there last week 1 found the old stone steps
which led up to the little wicket gate through which we had a short cut from the house to 1

Macleay Museum in Ithaca Road. A few of the old time trees still exist along the wall.’

e

—

Elizabeth Bay House, published by the Historic Houses Trust, 1984:
Beyond an expanse of lawn at the front of the house, a gravel walk was bordered by a low
stone wall  .d paths meandered “among picturesque rocks”.

Mayne-Wiison & Associates Caonservation Landscape Archilects
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miraculously not been purchased in 1927 nor in 1934 when they were re-offered for sale. However, the
lawns were increasingly neglected, and various self-sown shrubs and other weeds accumulated there. Two
photographs taken during this period show the unkempt state of these lots ~ see figs. 8 & 9. Local
residents used to tip their rubbish there, and the northemn retaimng wall fell into disrepair. A decision was
taken by Sydney City Council to clear the site before it could be developed into a municipal park. The
early part of this period coincides with the neglect of the mansion and its use as an artists’ squat until
1935,

The fourth period — that of the actual purchase of land and the design and construction of the Reserve —
actually began during the third period, when Sydney City Councﬂ Town Clerk Roy Hendy wrote to the
alderman of the Fitzroy Ward, Mr. W. J. Bradley on the 7" October 1938, informing him that Council
agreed to the need for the immediate provision of more garden spaces in Kings Cross and to support a
public movement which sought to raise funds for the acquisition of Elizabeth Bay House and the grounds
fronting it. Prior to this correspondence, a petition signed by residents, rate payers and property owners of
the area had been submitted to Council urging this action. However, World War Il intervened, and such
action was put on hold for its duration.

Then, on 29" July 1946, Sydney City Council approved in principle the concept of securing a strip of land
which would extend all the way along the waterfront of Elizabeth Bay for ‘park purposes’. (Ironically,
this harked back to the public open space reservation there during Governor Macquarie’s time.) It was
proposed that this foreshore band of public open space would be approximately twenty to forty metres
wide. A plan dated 1% April 1948, prepared by Sydney City Council, indicated this intent, identifying lots
4.5, and 6 east of Elizabeth Bay House and the above mentioned linear park along the foreshore as spaces
intended for public reserves see fig. 10, Of additional interest in the 1948 plan is the demarcation of five
lots of land between Billyard Avenue and the foreshore, outlined as the area which would need to be
retained as open space east of those lots upon which the new reserve was to be built, should uninterrupted
views from it to the harbour be required.

On the 7% April 1948, the City Engineer detailed the size and nature of lots 4, 5 and 6 upon the request of
the Town Clerk, following a letter regarding the creation of a reserve on these lots, forwarded to Council
in March 1948 from the Health & Recreations Commitiee and the City Planming & Improvements
Committee.

In his response to these Committees, the City Engineer described lots 4, 5 and 6 as making up 2 roods and
10 % perch.s and quoted the City Valuer's figure of 13,810 pounds as the unimproved capital value of
these lands. He stated that approximately 4,600 pounds would need to be set aside for treatment of the
area, Further, he described in some detail and with a certain fondness the unique siting of the park, the
broad cone of vision available from it and possible future blockages to views should those lots between
the reserve and the harbour not be purchased as an open space reserve as well.

Following a note by the Town Clerk on 14™ April 1948 regarding the possible purchase of the property
known as Elizabeth Bay House, together with the land tt stands upon and lots 4, 5 and 6 across Onslow
Street, Council’s Valuation Branch outlined details of the residence on 20™ April 1948. The House was
described as being an apartment residential house containing fifteen separate unit flatettes (into which it
had been divided by its new owner, Mrs. Evangeline Murray, after her purchase of it in 1940). The
dimensions of the land upon which the house stood was approximately 106 feet 9 2 inches x 108 feet and
was expressed as a “complete island block’. The gross rentals received at the property were 1,904 pounds
per annum at that time and the estimate of the land and improvements in its use at the ime was given as
16,000 pounds.

Mayne-Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architects
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Fig. 8

Photographs of the property taken between 1935 and 1937 indicate that the grass forecourt,
which had by this stage been separated from £/izabeth Bay House by the instaliation of Onslpw

Fig. 9 | ¥

o g A S e i

Avenue, was a bare grass platform only defined on its edges by street tree planting along Bil]
Avenue and several large trees on the far south-eastern corner of what was to becomne the
McElhone Reserve

|
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Plan dated 1* April 1948, indicating those blocks of land (lots 4, 5 & 6) which were used for the
establishment of the McElhone Reserve. Note that lots closer to the water were identified as
being important for purchase if comprehensive views and access to the Harbour from the
Reserve were considered to be vital in the park’s creation. (In the event they were not purchased,
although it is significant that the importance of retaining the two-way views was recognised.)

Mayne-Wilson & Associates Conservation Landscape Architects




Heritage Study and Landscape Review McElhone Reserve, Elizabeth Bay

]

It would appear that by the time of Council’s resolution of gt August 1948, by which initial forn
approval was given for the creation of the reserve, the proposals for creating a linear public park along
foreshore, of retaining the five lots below lots 4, 5 and 6 along the harbour, and of purchasing Flizab
Bay House itself, had been abandoned.

LA St ]
1
a

Council’s 1948 resolution expressed approval to:
(@) the acceptance of the offer of Elizabeth Bay Estates Pty. Lid. to dispose of land situated at the cor
of Onslow Avenue and Billyard Avenue and known as Lots 4, 5 and 6 Onslow Avenue to the Coung
. for park purposes for the sum of 16,720 pounds, and
(b) application being made for the approval of the Gavernor to the raising of a loan in the amoun
20,720 pounds frepresenting 16,720 pounds as the cost of the acquisition of the land and 4,000 pou
as the estimated cost of the treatment of the area} for the purpose of financing the proposal.
A plan dated 2™ September 1948 (fig. 11) was produced by Sydney City Council showing the exten
the land - lots 4, 5 and 6 - purchased by them for the establishment of the public reserve.

v

2.1 Site Development
An early sketch design for the layout of Arthur McElhone Reserve - see fig. 12 - was prepared on
February 1950. It included very limited planting in the central lawn area, a proposed pool with statu
the north-west sector, a suggested stair configuration, and the location of the main plantings around
north-western and south-eastern edges of the site. These plantings were kept to the extremities of
reserve so as not to disturb the viewing cone from the House. At the same time, a schematic bird’s
view of this design was produced as shown in fig. 13. It is not known who produced this initial des
proposal, but it would have been prepared in the newly established Parks and Gardens Section of Syd
City Council. (For further discussion of the latier, see below.)

zone at the south-eastern end of the Reserve. From both of the designs prepared during 1950 it is evi
that the edging treatment for the ponds was intended to be lawn or informally positioned small biish

rocks. L

On 3" October 1950 Council authorised the amount of 5,700 pounds for the completion and construction
of “The Arthur McElhone Reserve”. (Arthur McElhone was a former alderman of the Council who }ad
served it well for a period of 44 years and whose dedicated service the Council wished to hono
Through the naming of the park after a iong-serving alderman, and the absence of any reference 1n
signage 10 its original creator, Alexander Macleay, it would seem that Council aldermen saw it as sim
another mumnicipal park to adomn their city.

Stage two in the Reserve’s design development comprised a series of plans including detailed w
reticulation drawings — see fig.14 - which appear to have been produced immediately following |the
second 1950 design. The pool alignments and stair configurations shown in these drawings tre
manipulated slightly from how they appeared in the coloured master plan drawing prepared in Septe
1950. The idea of having a circular seating area at the south-eastern end of the reserve was carfed
through into these documentation drawings. However, ultimately it was never adopted, as tall scrgen
planting was more appropriate in that zone, given the close proximity of the tall neighbouring apartment
buildings which would have directly overlooked it.

The third stage in the master plan development for the McElhone Reserve occurred with the production of
the final plan prepared by Councit on 19™ January 1953 — see fig.15. By this stage, the detailing of|the
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Plan dated 2™ September 1948 showing the extent of the land purchased by Sydney City Council
for the establishment of the public reserve. These three lots made up most of the land originally

laid out by Macleay as the lawn forecourt to his marine villa.
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Drawn on 9" February 1950, this plan is the first sketch for the layout of the Reserve, named in
honour of former long-serving Councillor, Arthur McElhone. Note the very limited planting in
the central lawn area, the linear rockery along the rock bench, the proposed pool & statuary, the
stair configuration, and the proposed heavy plantings around the north-western and south-castern
edges of the site, well to the edges of the viewing cones from and to the House.

Fig. 13 _
This schematic bird’s-eye view of the McElhone Reserve was based on the plan produced in
February 1950 for its layout. In this original design for the reserve, it is clear that limited planting
only was suggested within the main lawn area, so as to preserve a broad, uninterrupt. cone of
vision out to the Harbour. The rockery was intended to mediate the steep rockbench slope.
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Fig 14

This water reticulation drawing appears to have immediately followed the second 1950 design.
The pool alignments shown here were manipulated slightly from the coloured master plan
drawing, as were stair locations. Note that the idea of having the circular seating area at the
south-eastern end of the Reserve was carried through into these documentation drawings.
However, it was not adopted ultimately - probably as well, as tall screen planting was more
appropriate here, given the close proximity of the tall apartment buildings.
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Fl g 15 Slage 3 in the master planning for the McElhone Reserve occurred when this plan was produce(
on 19" January 1953. By this stage, the detailing of the pools, the layout of the paths and
stepping stones, and the location of planted areas had become better articulated. Note that the
inner pathway in the north-west sector, more or less parallel to Onslow Avenue, had been
eliminated at this stage, with the path dovetailing into the street footpath. This caused a
considerable reduction in the planting along this edge, a matter of considerable regret today.
However, more planting was introduced to the central area than in the original plan.
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pools, the layout of the paths and stepping stones, and the location of planted areas had become better
articulated. In this scheme, more planting was introduced to the central area, and that proposed originally
around the park’s north-western edge was much reduced.

Following a report by the Director of Parks on 21% July 1953, an additional 4,500 pounds was approved
by Council on 3¢ August 1953 for a continuation of works on the reserve, due to the full expenditure of
the original allocation of funds on work to that date.

2.2 The early rofe of Sydney City Council in Park Design

The decision to undertake the design and construction of this reserve was made in the context of a desire
by the Council, actively fostered by its Town Clerk, to improve the parkland and public reserves in the
city after the long period of austerity during World War 11. The first expressions of the need to improve
environmental quality were being made, and the Town Clerk and a few senior official made an overseas
tour to ascertain how other cities were managing their public parks. On their return, it was decided to set
up a Parks and Gardens Section within the Council, and that it should be headed by a qualified landscape
architect or designer.® According to Lynch, the title of ‘landscape architect’ was Dot actuaily used at that
time, but the intention to engage a professional landscape designer was there.

In the event, the new Parks and Gardens Section was headed by Architect Clary Garth. Several
draftsmen, horticulturalists and technicians were engaged between 1949 and 1951, None of the original
senior officers were landscape architects, but some had had architectural training.

2.2.1 The role of Ilmar Berzins

One of the first draftsmen engaged by the Parks and Gardens Section was [imar Berzins ~ see figs. 16 &
17 - a formally trained landscape architect who had migrated to Australia from Latvia in 1948’. Berzins
had trained first as a horticulturalist and subsequently as a landscape architect at Riga, in Latvia, followed
by further training at Hanover in Germany. As Australia had no university courses in Landscape
Architecture until the early 1970s, there were no Landscape Architects available locally for the Councii to
recruit. Consequently, their decision to engage Berzins is said by Lynch to have been the first
employment of a formally trained landscape architect in Australia, making Sydney City Council the trail-
blazer in this field.

It is not known precisely when Berzins joined them as a senior draftsman, but it is clear that he was
working there in 1951. According to John Sweaney, who joined the Council in 1950 and transferred to the
Parks Division in 1952, Berzins was already working on the detail of the Reserve in 1951 and that he
“had a major hand in it".* There is also little doubt, given the explicit recognition within the Council and
the community generally about the importance of the views between Elizabeth Bay House and the
Harbour, and the increasing community regard for the House itself, that Berzins and his team would have
been conscious of the history and significance of the site.

If Berzins did not explicitly seek to relate his design to Alexander Macleay’s 19" century elegant house
and garden, he certainly understood the need to retain the generous lawn forecourt as a platform for the
enjoyment of the important two-way views between the Harbour and the House. This is exemplified in
the retention of flowing lawns on much of the site, the small-scale, limited plantings in the centre of it,

¢ Leonard Lynch, Director of Clouston and a former officer of that Division in the early 1980s, Personal communication.

7 According to his widow, Berzins paid off his two year bond (for his fares) by working in an Email factory in the town of
Orange. While in Orange, Berzins already began to design gardens and public places in the distnict, including the golf course at
Orange. On completion of his service, Berzins moved to Sydney in 1930. Sylvia Berzins, personal communication, Jan, 2001
* John Sweaney, personal communication, Jan. 2001
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Fig. 16 Mr. limar Berzins, Sydney City Council's Landscape Architect and designer of
the Reserve seen here on site ¢. 1953, Photo courtesy: Mrs. Sylvia Berzins.

Fig 17

Mr. llmar Berzins, seen here planting
a tree at Sydney University, ¢. 1980.
Photo courtesy: Mrs. Sylvia Berzins.
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Fig. 24  (Imar Berzins designed or supervised the design of a large number
of public parks in the Sydney city area, including Sandringham Gardens
within Hyde Park, seen in this photograph. Photo: courtesy Mrs Sylvia Berzins.
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and the larger shrubs and trees around the perimeter.” He also, by specifying bush sandstone rocks for the
rockeries and some for the edging for the ponds - see figs 18 & 19 - was recogmising the underlying
Hawkesbury sandstone benching of the site, and seeking to integrate his new park with this inhengnt
topography as sympathetically as possible — see figs. 20, 21 & 22,

However, it is less clear that Berzins perceived a need to relate his new park in any more specific way) to
Elizabeth Bay House. His proposed plantings between the seating along the original retaining wall bejow
Onslow Avenue, and on the road verge above it — neither of which were carried through - suggest fhis
was not an intention. This is supported by the absence of steps leading down into the park from|the
House’s portico opposite. ' The presence of the substantial roadway of Onslow Avenue between the gark
and the House no doubt discouraged such a linkage, and there was no proposal to remove it. This formal,
physical disconnection remains today, and has served to foster both a psychological disassociation a da
complete separation of management responsibilities for House and Reserve.

A photograph taken in the late 1950s — see fig. 23 - shows the modest planting Berzins and Swe. ney
provided within the rockery above the central pools of the reserve. Although still young, it compfises
tufty, strappy plants and low shrubs, selected so as not to interfere with views towards the Harbour ffom
the seats along the reserve’s western wall. (Oddly, views to and from the House itself were somewhat
interfered with by the poplars planted against its front fagade some years before.)

Some have seen a Japanese influence in the small arched sandstone bridge, the use of natural rock the
addition of small ponds in irregular shapes, and controlled, small-scale plantings — all of which
symbolically reproduce in the reserve, in a miniaturized scale, the essential natural elements present inl the
broader landscape in which the site is set.

2.2.2 An appreciation of Berzins .
In a short appreciation of his work, Tempe McGowan considered that “Berzins’ socially respo fve

designs provide an alternative model for [in favour of] small-scale interventions in the public domain "
“He held the passionate belief that all people need to enjoy nature and that nature, in turn, can ameliora
human temperament. His strategy was to create gardens and introduce tree-planting programmes de
council boundaries with poplar trees and trying out diverse species of trees — all of this long beforg
ecological/environmental movement got into full swing in the 1960s/70s.
His garden designs may appear “un-Australian™ for that petiod. In post-World War 11 Australia, while
swimming pools and ovals were being built into Victorian era parks, Berzins was crafting nature into glear,
articulated places. His designs were socially responsive and typical of trends in international, modetnist gesi
culture in the way he created little arcadian retreats in the city wilderness.” - ‘

the

McGowan wrote that Berzins’ drawings of “outdoor rooms™ appear as “virtual gardens”.... His
gardens are experienced as lyric retreats with layers of subtlety that contrast with the austerity
architecture of the time”. Referring specifically to the McElhone Reserve, McGowan commented t
“against the high density massing of tall apartment buildings . . . the design provides a quiet, green refu
an opportunity to feel and touch grass, watch carp in the pools, and look out across the most beautiful harbour
in the world . . . These creations are enclosures with overlays of contemplative or reflective elements — fwater,
diverse plant species, flowers, intricate walling or paving — woven together™. (p.58)

¥ Sweaney confirms that apart from the Azeleas used for hedge effects, and tall plants on the south-eastern end, only low plants

{such as Cotoneaster horizontalisy and groundcovers were used in the rockery areas and around the ponds.

19 However, both Berzins and Sweaney were involved in selecting and designing the planting around the House itself in tf

}early 1980s, based on research done on the species of plants which Macleay used and how the garden had been laid out.
" Tnd, p.56
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These Detail drawings for the ponds at the Reserve, prepared in January 1933, show that the
designer’s intention was to make the ponds appear as if they were a natural, integral part of the
site’s existing sandstone benching and outcrops by using bushrock for the pond edging. The
repeated use of the words “rockery” and “selected bushsandstone flags™, as well as the wavy
lines depicting the rock in the section drawings, indicate that for the most part, the pool edges
were to be overhung by these irregular, weathered, exfoliated sandstone ‘flags’. In a few parts,
the turf was shown as growing right up to the pool edge. Small, rush-like plants were also to be
used to soften the edges and help merge them into the adjacent rockery garden.

Mayne-Wilson & Associates ] Conservation Landscape Architacts




| Heritége Study and Landscape Review McElhone Reserve, Elizabeth B3y

Fig. 20 Detail of the small pond consiructed ¢. 1953 below the sile's main rock bench. j
The pond is presently concealed behind the Golden Robinia and box hedge which
lie between it and the footpath of Billyard Avenue. Photo: courtesy Mrs, Berzins.
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Fig. 21 The McElhone Reserve under construction c. 1953, seen here from the
junction of Billyard Avenue and Onslow Strest. Note the bare slope in
the right background, subsaquently transformead into the rockery garden i
behind the site's central ponds. Photo: courtesy Mrs. Berzins.

Fig. 22 The south-eastern corner of McElhone Reserve c. 1953, showing the
full extent of the large retaining wall built on top of the main rock bench
and the formalised treatment of the natural cave/grotto on Billyard Avenue.
The rete” ..g wall is said to be on* . same alignment as the one built for
Alexander Macieay in the late 1820s. Photo: courtesy Mrs. Sylvia Berzins.
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Fig. 23
This photograph, taken in the late 1950s - early 1960s, shows the north-western end of McElhone| |
Reserve. The planting within the rockery above the southern poo! (at the far left of the image),
whilst young, comprised tufty, strappy plants and low shrubs, selected so as not to interfere with || |
views towards the Harbour from the seats along the Reserve’s western retaining wall. In the !
bottom left corner of the photo, note that the small section of the pond that is visible to the right
of the bridge is edged by small bush rocks and not formally cut sandstone coping.
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Leonard Lynch has provided another perspective. According to Lynch, Berzins was influenced by the
landscape style of Christopher Tunnard'’, a Canadian-born landscape architect who lectured at Harvard's
Graduate School of Design in the late 1930s and 1940s and was author of the seminal work Gardens in
the Modern Landscape, published in 1938, According to Peter Walker"
“Tunnard was sympathetic to many of the ideals of Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius and other European
modemists . . . but what distinguished him from his modernist colleagues was a pragmatic, unsentimental
interest in historic gardens and landscapes and his appreciation of the qualities of order, unified composition,
and artistic expression in great gardens of any era and culture. He also believed in the sort of progress — artistic,
scientific, technological, and social — that was based on an understanding of both past achievements and
present opportunities. Even centuries-old historic landscapes could be preserved nearly intact and intensively
developed”.( Pp. 149-150) -
Coming from Riga, a city which will be celebrating its 800 year anniversary in 2001, Berzins would have
been particularly attuned to Tunnard's approach, It was certainly one which he applied to the Reserve m
front of Elizabeth Bay House.

While agreeing that Berzins had introduced a new style, Lynch described its trademark characteristics as
“whimsical gardenesque”, with “amoebic shapes™ and “bookleaf sandstone walls™ to protect vegetative
edges. Prof. Weirick has remarked on the influence of Luytens and Jekyll in Berzins’ reliance on an
underlying architectural layout (also a strong modemist approach), with the use of raised beds, built of
bookleaf sandstone, but with soft planting overspilling them.'* Both Lynch and Weirick noted that during
the 1950s, Sydney City Council had a lot of highly qualified stone masons, who had a high involvement
in the actual execution of landscape works and were given a fairly free hand to decide on finishes. "

Berzins was also one of the founding members of the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects, and
had a long and distinguished career in Sydney City Council, rising to head of the Parks and Recreation
Division, from which he finally retired in 1986'°. During his 35 years of service, he designed or directly
supervised the design of a large number of public parks within the Sydney city area, the most riotable of
which are the Sandringham Gardens within Hyde Park (fig.24), the Fitzroy Gardens in Kings Cross, the
Fragrance Garden (beside the former Blind Institute), the Chessboard garden in Hyde Park, Macquarie
Place, and the grounds for Commonwealth Steel at Unanderra.

2.3 Early site management

According to Sweaney, the Reserve was given no.1 priority within the Parks and Gardens Department, to
be maintained at the highest level. Only their top gardeners, who were dedicated to their work, were
permitted .0 work on it. During the period of the Waratah Festival in the early 1970s, the Reserve won
several gardening awards, sponsored by the Sydney Morning Herald, for the excellence of its design and
plantings, augmented by showy displays of annuals in the front of some of its beds. That, combined with
the launching by Lord Mayor Leo Port of the “Greening of Sydney” campaign in 1972, encouraged more
extensive and larger plantings in the Reserve, as shown in figs. 25 & 26. This lusher, more exuberant
planting was much loved by many, partly because it gave an increased sense of comfort and privacy - see
figs. 27 & 28, but it also largely obscured views to Elizabeth Bay House from the central garden room of
the Reserve.

In the last few vears, Berzins® design has been incrementally altered, with much of the vegetation pruned
back, and some of it replaced with smaller species. While the reduction in plant size and volume is

2 Tunnard was Canadian-born and lectured at Harvard's Graduate School of Design in the late 1930s and 1940s.

¥ Walker, P. & Simo, M. 1994, Invisible Gardens — the Search for Modernism ini the American Landscape. MIT Press,
Cambridge.

' James Weirick, Professor of Landscape Architecture, University of New South Wales, personal communication.

3 Lynch, personal communication to the author, Jan. 2001,

16 McGowan, Tempe. 1998 (Timar Berzins) HUMA? ., oING THE CITY in MON . MENT 25, publishc. in Sy ..ey.
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