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Dear Members 

“How will we know it’s us without our past? 
… They sat and looked at it and burned it into their memories.”  
John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath 

Here is a photo from 
1912, to be burnt into 
our memories as we 
now live without one of 
the earliest buildings to 
have been built on 
Beaufort St, Mt Lawley. 

The tally of 2016 
heritage property 
demolitions under the 
WA Government’s 
undemocratic Development Assessment Panels rose to five with the total 
loss of the Poles Store (pictured above) on the corner of Beaufort Street 
and Second Avenue, Mount Lawley. The ample vacant land at the rear was 
not enough room for development—it required the removal of all but the 
façade, but it was obvious that wasn’t going to survive with the use of 
mechanical equipment employed for its removal. 

Development Assessment Panels are our biggest threat to heritage and 
your Committee is working hard to ensure a scrapping of the Panels or a 
significant policy change from our major parties before the next election. 
We have met with the WA Opposition Planning Minister, Ms Rita Saffioti, 
and have requested a similar meeting with the new Planning Minister Hon 
Donna Faragher MLC. We will keep you informed. 

Puttin’ on the Ritz 

The social sub-committee delivered an amazing night for about 100 guests 
at the Society’s winter gala event ‘Puttin’ on the Ritz’! 

Nancy, from Gilkison’s Dance Studio, and Michael, from Take the Lead 
Dance Studio, had us well taught for our Annual Winter social event with 
three ‘20s/’30s dance steps and music to boot. 

And most fancily dressed … there were so many that the best from each 
table had to fight for the winning prize in a ‘dance off’! 

Advertising in this publication,  

as well as views expressed  

by contributors, are not  

necessarily representative  

of those of the editor,  

committee nor other members. 

For newsletter contact and 

queries please email  

mountlawleysociety@gmail.com 

or phone 0421 545583 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
mailto:mountlawleysociety@gmail.com
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The three finalists were Miss Mo, Miss Fischer with her ‘hoofer’ partner and Bugsy, and the final prize 
went to Miss Mo. 

There was lots of champagne flowing and flapper-speak between all the toffs, hoofers, cake-eaters, 
shebas, sheiks, dolls, dames, flyboys and dappers! 

A big congratulations goes to Phillipa Baines, Christina Gustavson, Mark Hodge and John Wreford for their 
energy, enthusiasm and hard work in pulling off a wonderful night! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this Newsletter 

Our second Our Heritage newsletter for 2016 is jam-packed with some great articles including the winners 
of the City of Stirling Biennial Heritage Awards; a new instalment on Mount Lawley Men in the Great War; 
the history of the Best and Giese families in Mt Lawley and a history on the landmark Astor Theatre. The 
articles are beautifully written and well researched. Why not put the kettle on whilst you print this edition 
of the newsletter and find a warm spot in the winter sun to enjoy your favourite cuppa whilst reading the 
articles! I take my printed copy to the office reception where it is well read and a great conversation 
starter. Feel free to send us a picture of where your copy is being read! 

Top left: Phillipa Baines and Peter Winter; Top middle: Pieta Hoddy; Top right: Dance Instructors Extraordinaire Nancy and Michael; Bottom left: Miss Fischer 

and Bugsy; Bottom middle: Former President, Barry Fehlberg and current President, Paul Collins; Bottom right: City of Stirling Cr Rod Willox and Lyn Willox. 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/


Page 3 

 

Our Heritage Vol 39-2-2016 Mount Lawley Society (Inc)                                 www.mountlawleysociety.org.au 

Coming Event — Hip on Heritage Short Film Festival 

The Mount Lawley Society is proud to present the inaugural Hip on Heritage Short Film Festival—a festival 
showcasing this historic suburb in film. The theme is either ‘Mount Lawley’ or ‘Heritage’, and the festival 
is open to all genres, such as comedy, drama, documentary, interview, or a mixture. 

Mount Lawley is a vibrant, inner city Perth suburb with a rich heritage spanning more than a hundred 
years. The Mount Lawley Society was formed almost 40 years ago with the aim of fostering a community 
spirit, with a focus on the retention of the older buildings and townscapes, protection of the limited open 
space and to research and publicise the history of Inglewood, Menora 
and Mt Lawley. 

The Hip on Heritage Short Film Festival is now calling for entries.  

Registration will close on 5th November 2016 at 6pm. 

Both budding and accomplished film makers are invited to enter a film 
that is seven minutes or less in length using the theme of either ‘Mt 
Lawley’ or ‘Heritage’. Compete for a share of the prize pool and have  
your film screened at the Astor Theatre in Mt Lawley on 20th November 2016. 

Please go to the Hip On Heritage Short Film Festival website for more information  
as well as the film festival specific Instagram page. 

Finally, don’t forget to follow the Society’s Facebook page and Instagram account (links at bottom of 
page) for all the latest news and views on local heritage in Menora, Inglewood and Mount Lawley. 

Paul Collins 
President 

Instagram and Facebook 

Please ‘Follow’, ‘Like’ and ‘Share’ our Facebook and Instagram posts. We are using these platforms 

to display some of the many photos that we have collected that have not been seen before or 

published in the newsletter. Likewise, we are posting short resumes of the Anzacs as well as 

continuing to write longer stories about them in the Our Heritage newsletter.  

Just click on the icons to take you to our pages. 

Vale – Jennifer Anne Marshall  

The Society was saddened to learn of the recent death of Ms Jennifer Marshall. 

Jennifer was a foundation member of the Mount Lawley Society. She was a member of the first 
History Subcommittee from its formation in 1977 until 1990 and was responsible for the initial 
archival work for the Society. 

Jennifer was a professional librarian who managed the library at Mount Lawley Technical College 
before transferring to the same function at Mount Lawley campus of the WA College of Advanced 
Education (now Edith Cowan University) in the mid 1970s. 

She was a quiet and deeply religious person who committed herself faithfully to Mount Lawley's 
history and heritage. 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
http://mh2408.wixsite.com/hiponheritage
https://www.instagram.com/mount_lawley_society/
https://www.facebook.com/mountlawleysociety/
http://mh2408.wixsite.com/hiponheritage
https://www.instagram.com/hiponheritageshortfilmfestival/
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28 Alvan Street Mt Lawley 

After reading a story in our October 2015 newsletter (Vol 38 No 3 page 4), Mr Chris Fitzhardinge 
contacted the Society with more information about the house at 28 Alvan Street Mount Lawley: 

“My grandfather, Berkeley Ross Fitzhardinge, was the State Manager for the Bank of NSW and rented 28 
Alvan Street for 16 years from 1931 to 1947.The house had been built by Charles Percy Willson around 
1920. 

The Snowden referred to in your newsletter was Clarrie Snowden who married CP Willson’s daughter, 
Vera Willson, in 1933. Clarence Hufton Snowden had been born in 1904 so it seems unlikely that he would 
be the builder of a house constructed around 1920.” 

 

The house had four bedrooms, two sleep-outs, a 
scullery, large kitchen, dining room and reception 
room. It also had a full-sized tennis court and a garage. 

Initially, the builder, Charles Willson, lived in the house 
until it sold to Maurice Loftus Connor, the Managing 
Director of Cardiff Coal, around 1924. Maurice Connor 
lived in it until his death in October 1929. His son, 
Rupert Connor, remained in the house until 1930. 

By 1931 Berkeley Fitzhardinge was listed as the 
occupant and until 1936 he, his wife Lucy and their 
seven children lived in the house.  

By 1943 only Berkeley and his daughters, Margie and 
Jude Fitzhardinge, were living at the house with his 
wife Lucy having died in 1937 and the other children; John, Roger, Theo, Kath and Bill having married. 

By 1947 the Fitzhardinge family had moved out with Berkeley moving to the Weld Club after his 
retirement as State Manager of the Bank of New South Wales in February 1947.  

The house was then occupied by solicitor, Phillip 
Sidney Durston and his wife Norma Berry 
Durston. 

In 1950 the house was auctioned but did not 
attract any successful bidders. The Western 
Australian Government purchased the house 
later in 1950 for £7,155 and used it as a house 
for Aboriginal girls, known as ‘Alvan House’. 
Later, in 1961, it became ‘Katukutu’ an Aboriginal 
young men’s hostel which continued to 1982. 

Today the house is still owned by the Western 
Australian Government and is occupied by 
Parenting WA and the Western Australian 

Council of Social Services. The house has been 
extensively modified with extensions over the 

tennis court. The rooms of the old house are intact with period features such as fretwork. The 
Fitzhardinge family’s 15-year occupation of the house was the longest of its private residents. 

Chris Fitzhardinge, May 2016 

28 Alvan Street, Mount Lawley, May 2016 

Katukutu in 1964—Source: State Library of Western Australia 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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The Mount Lawley Society publishes a quarterly newsletter for its 300 
household membership.  

Ad rates per issue print ready and in PDF format (images jpeg) 

Quarter page $100 (4 runs $300) 
Half page ($250 (4 runs $750) 
Full page $400 (4 runs $1000) 

Payment to be made in full prior to ad appearing in newsletter. 

Email mountlawleysociety@gmail.com for advertising request form  

DO YOU HAVE A BUSINESS OR SERVICE TO OFFER 

2016 Heritage Award Winners 

The City of Stirling holds a biennial Heritage Award which focuses on the conservation of the built 
environment and streetscape within the community.  

The winner for Conservation of the Built Environment and 
Streetscape went to 26 Elstree Avenue, Menora (pictured 
left), which, in 2010, had been beautifully renovated by 
Addstyle. This home was then tragically gutted by fire in 
2013, and Addstyle was re-engaged to rebuild and restore 
this two-storey residence.  

This year, the Mount Lawley Society had strong 
connections to two other awards: 

Former longstanding 
committee member, 
Ian Merker (pictured 
right), received the 

Education and Promotion of Heritage Award and the Mount Lawley 
Primary School (pictured below), nominated by the Mount Lawley 
Society, received the Barrie Baker Special Recognition Award for the 
conservation of the original part of the school following the devastating 
fire in 2013. 

A High Commendation was awarded to 66 John Street Inglewood for 
Conservation and Sensitive Adaptation of a Heritage Building. 

 

 

 

 

 

Details on all winners and photos from the evening 
available here: 

http://www.stirling.wa.gov.au/development/Heritage/
Pages/Heritage%20awards.aspx  

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
mailto:mountlawleysociety@gmail.com
http://www.stirling.wa.gov.au/development/Heritage/Pages/Heritage%20awards.aspx
http://www.stirling.wa.gov.au/development/Heritage/Pages/Heritage%20awards.aspx
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MOUNT LAWLEY MEN IN THE GREAT WAR (#8)  

by Peter Conole 

The Mount Lawley soldier brothers who are the subject of this piece may 
always remain unknown to us in the personal sense as they left no 
descendants in the direct line. Their family name was Rowland. Rowlands 
became a variant and they used it in their World War I army papers.  

Their grandfather, Robert James Rowland (1832-1898), arrived in Western 
Australia in June 1855. He was son of another Robert James Rowland and 
his wife Violet, of Kilmarnock in the old county of Ayrshire, Scotland. Robert 
the settler was a shoemaker by trade. He married Caroline Bicknell in Perth 
on September 23, 1859: a Church of England wedding, though the family 
converted to the Presbyterian denomination a generation later.  

The couple were the parents of Robert James Rowland the third (1859-
1945). He may well have continued in the paternal business; if so it was a 
meandering road. After his 1889 marriage to Esther Elizabeth Bridges in 
Fremantle the births of his children show that the family moved from North 
Fremantle to Fremantle to Perth and finally to Mt Lawley, where they set up 
house at 53 Barlee Street in 1904 or 1905. The Rowlands raised four sons 
and two daughters. 

The two Great War warriors were Percival Robert William Rowland (1890-
1945) and Robert Roy Rowland (1895-1967), who joined the colours 
together. Percival was working as a senior packer (what that involved back then is elusive) and Robert 
had secured a job as a clerk in some firm. In addition, the younger brother (he used the name Roy in 
preference to Robert) had already developed an interest in military matters. He was a sergeant in the 
88th Battalion of the Commonwealth Military Forces (CMF – the militia) when the two young men 
enlisted for service with the 1st AIF.  

They did not do so quickly. Their first indication of any desire to sign up came on January 10, 1916 when 
Roy returned his CMF uniform and equipment to the authorities. One day later he and older brother 
Percival went to ‘join the colours’. They were formally accepted into the 1st AIF on January 24 but had to 
wait a week before being assigned to a unit. That turned out to be the famed 44th Battalion of the AIF, 
then in the process of being raised at Claremont. The brothers were placed as privates in ‘C’ company of 
the battalion on the first day of February. As per usual, months of preparation and training for active 
service followed. 

The 44th Battalion—1023 officers and men in all—embarked for Britain on the transport ship Suevic on 
June 6 1916 and reached Southampton, England the following July 21. Months of additional training and 
instruction followed. The soldiers then left for France via Southampton on November 11, 1916. Roy 
Rowland was not among them. He fell ill and was diagnosed with parotitis (the ‘mumps’) two days earlier. 
In those days that highly infectious disease was a serious matter and could lead to awkward 
complications, including loss of hearing and damage to the pancreas and other organs. Antibiotics did not 
exist and recovery could thus be a long, slow process. 

Roy was placed in Park House Hospital for 12 days and remained on the sick list at Folkestone for several 
more weeks. He finally joined his brother and other comrades-in-arms in the battalion base camp at 
Etaples, France on December 21. The illness was still deemed a health hazard, for Roy was placed in a 
segregation camp during the first month of 1917 until he was completely over the problem. Older 
brother, Percival, seems to have remained in excellent shape during the winter and early spring. 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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Above left: A photo from the archives of a house in Barlee St. No 53 would have been of similar style.  Above right: 53 Barlee Street today 

The 44th Battalion went into action for the first time on March 13, 1917 when it took part in a fairly large 
scale raid that did not go very well. The Germans retaliated with a severe bombardment and on March 
14—just one day later—Percival Rowland’s war came to an abrupt end. A shell burst near him and he 
received a serious shrapnel wound in the left leg, involving a compound fracture of the femur. Private 
Rowland was sent to Boulogne and embarked for England on the Cambria two days later. Major surgery 
at the King George Hospital was necessary as bone and shell fragments had to be removed from his leg.  

Private Percival Rowland’s war was over. In company with many other gravely wounded men he left for 
Australia on the Demosthenes, July 17, 1917. He spent months at No 8 Base Hospital in Fremantle from 
the following August. Doctors reported that the wound was healing quite well on December 13 but had 
no illusions that Percival would ever be fit for service again. He was discharged from the army on 
Christmas Day, 1917 and returned to Mount Lawley. 

In 1919 he received the usual three World War I decorations: the 1914/15 Star, the British War Medal 
and the Victory Medal. It is doubtful whether Percival Rowland fully recovered from his injury—he must 
have remained at least partly an invalid. He never married and died in 1945, the same year as his father. 

Things went rather better for Private Roy Rowland, who served in France for the duration. The 44th 
Battalion, as is well known, certainly made its mark in Australian military history. Between March of 1917 
and the November Armistice in 1918, it accumulated an impressive 15 battle honours. On balance it was 
a very impressive run of success and included a share in such major victories as Messines (June 1917), 
Broodseinde (October 1917), Hamel (July 1918) and St Quentin (October 1918). The cost was very high. 
For example, only one in six officers and men were left standing after Broodseinde. As per usual, 
additional drafts of recruits from Australia kept the unit going.  

Roy seems to have been a good, steady soldier and was in the thick of the fighting until war’s end. He 
somehow escaped serious injury, although it is reasonable to assume he received various minor bruises 
and abrasions in combat. On an unknown date in 1918, Roy Rowland was promoted to Lance Corporal. 
He took 16 days of leave in Britain during February 1918. The only dark spot on his record was another 
bout of disease, one that involved two weeks of recovery in a Rouen hospital during September 1918. He 
returned to duty in time for the St Quentin battle a month later. 

Veteran Rowland remained in France after the war ended, possibly to help with reconstruction work in 
wrecked villages—many diggers did. He was made a temporary Corporal on January 12, 1919. For the 
fourth and final time since his enlistment Roy Rowland left for England in March 1919. After disembarking 
at Southampton on March 6 he went to Park House Camp and then to the 2nd Command Depot. As part 
of the demobilisation process Roy was allowed to accept non-military employment in Britain. He 
embarked for Australia on the Leicestershire in early May, 1919 and arrived at Fremantle on June 12. 

Corporal Robert Roy Rowland was discharged from the armed forces on July 28, 1919 and received the 
standard medals—the ‘World War I Trio’. His homecoming at Mount Lawley may have been a gloomy 
one, as his mother passed away some time during the year. We know next to nothing about him after 
that. He obviously resumed employment and lived out his life among us. Roy is not known to have 
married or to have left any diaries, letters or memorabilia such as photographs. He died in Perth in 1962.  

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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BEST AND GIESE FAMILY — EARLY DAYS 

Thank you to the Best family for the donation of the Basil and Merle (nee Giese) Best family memoirs and 
photos to the MLS. 

Basil is one of six children and was born in 1923 when the family 
was living at 17 Norfolk St, North Perth. Merle was born in 1926 
and is the only child of Walter and Margaret Giese. 

Basil's father, Herbert Paul Best, was the youngest of ten; the 
family immigrating to Australia from Cornwall, arriving in 1863. 
Herbert Paul Best (known as Paul) was born in 1881 in Victoria 
and married Edith Mabel Stephens (known as May) born in 1886 
in South Australia. 

The family first lived in Boulder, having their first four children 
between 1908 and 1913. The family then moved to Perth 
around 1922/23 when Paul Best was appointed Manager of 
Perth's largest grocery store, Broadhursts, in Murray St, Perth.  

Later, Paul Best opened a grocery shop in Lake St, afterwards 
moving to near the corner of Walcott and Beaufort, Mt Lawley 
which was, until recently, Liquor Barons. The business was 

known as Best’s Grocery Store. There were two other subsidiary stores—one in North Perth and the 
other near the corner of Eighth Ave and Beaufort Street. These businesses were liquidated on the death 
of Paul Best. At the Best grocer shop, Mr Best senior had a liquor license which allowed him to buy liquor 

by the dozen. He is listed in the 1935 
Directories as Grocer, Wine and Spirit 
Merchant. 

In 1926 the family lived at 26 Learoyd St and 
six years later moved to 1 Nanhob Street. 

May worked at the store, as did Basil's two 
elder brothers, Raymond and Keith. 
However, when the Depression came Paul 
had to let Keith go. Keith later found work on 
special government projects. Basil helped 
out after school and when he turned 
fourteen he also spent his school holidays 
working in the store. As there was no 
advertising during these times Basil and the 
shop employee would drop leaflets in the 
local letterboxes. Next to Best’s Grocery 
Store was McGovern’s the butchers and next 

to that Archer’s the fruit and vegetable shop. Tuckers, the newsagency, was a few shops away. Opposite 
the shop on the other side of the street was a footwear store, then the State Theatre (now known as the 
Astor), then the Cecilia Hat Store and next to that was the Blue Bird Sweets Shop—a sweets and drinks 
shop. The Post Office was next to the open air theatre, at the State Theatre. 

The Astor Theatre worked in conjunction with the Civic Theatre in Inglewood. In the early days (the 
1930s) two films were shown. At interval a car from the Civic Theatre would bring the spools of film they 
had just finished viewing to the Astor and swap them with the completed film from the Astor. Before the 
films started an employee of the Blue Bird Sweets Shop would come laden with a tray of Peters ice cream 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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in cardboard tubs, chocolates and Jaffas for patrons to buy. In summer the State Theatre reverted to its 
outdoor cinema which was equipped with canvas outdoor chair. Often when a heavy person sat down we 
heard a ripping of the canvas!! 

At the south-east corner of the Beaufort and Walcott St intersection was a service station. Next to this 
was a branch of the Bank of Adelaide. At the south west corner was Rigg’s Hairdressing. Next to the 
hairdressers was a haberdashery store. There was also a market on Beaufort St just past Chelmsford Road 
where local fresh produce was sold. There was also a florist. It was also common to see water troughs on 
street corners as drinking water for the horses used for transport. 

In about 1934, the sewage system started to be implemented in Inglewood and Mt Lawley. Prior to this 
the ‘dunny’ pans were used—hence the reason for the laneways to enable the horse-drawn cart to collect 
the waste. 

Basil went to school during the Depression. He attended Inglewood Primary School, now known as Mt 
Lawley Primary School. Basil remembers that in those days the school was in the U-shaped and in the 

middle of the U was the gravel 
assembly area. There were two 
prefabricated classrooms and in 
between was black sand. There was a 
patch of grass but no one was allowed 
to walk on it. 

He was one of the few boys at school 
who wore shoes. By the time he 
reached Grade 4, his four elder 
siblings had married and left home 
and so he would go after school to the 
shop at 654 Beaufort St and go home 
at night with his dad. In 6th standard 
Basil remembers all the boys walking 
to Maylands Primary School on 
Guildford Road to use their 
woodworking facilities. 

As there was no high school in the 
area, most boys went to Perth Boys in 

James Street Perth (now Northbridge). The more affluent went to Guildford Grammar School and Hale 
School. 

During the Depression a lot of people fell on hard times. Perth College used the Best store for supplies for 
the school.  

When unable to pay their bill the Sisters of the Church asked Paul Best if he had any children that needed 
educating. As a result Basil and his older sister, Joy, attended Perth College. Joy remained at the school 
until her junior year, but Basil lasted only a fortnight as he was keen to attend a school where there were 
other boys!  

During this tough economic time, Paul Best would not allow customers (especially widows with families) 
to go without food. At least ten families benefitted from his generosity, as there was no support from the 
government. Paul Best also established a poultry farm in Lesmurdie at this time. 

Around 1937 the family moved to 219 Ninth Avenue into a new house and shortly after (1939) Paul Best 
died of a heart attack. World War II was declared and the family had moved back to the three bedroom 
flat above the shop. Basil’s elder brother Ray took over the management of the shop. 

Below: Basil in Grade 3 (fourth from left second back row) 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/


Page 10 

 

Our Heritage Vol 39-2-2016 Mount Lawley Society (Inc)                                 www.mountlawleysociety.org.au 

 

 

Merle and her classmates at Norwood Primary School 

Basil joined the forces in 1941. He served in New Guinea and when he returned to Australia after VP Day, 
he was appointed to the Prisoner of War control Centre in Kununoppin.  

He returned to live with his mother in the flat above the grocery shop and started a career in the, then 
named, agricultural bank known as the R&I and now known as Bankwest. 

Basil had already met Merle when she was still at Perth College and they became engaged in 1948. Like 
many young people in the Mt Lawley area, their social activities revolved around church activities. There 
were dances in church halls (but not at the Methodist Church as they didn’t approve of dancing); there 

were days at the beach and to the bush. Bas and Merle were both 
members of the Forrest Park Methodist Church where they later 
married. Forrest Park was used for all sports: athletics, cricket and 
football. Tennis was another social activity, especially at Alexander 
Park Tennis Club. An inter-church badminton competition was also 
started. Bas also played rugby and football and played cricket for 
North Perth. To go swimming Bas caught a bus to Scarborough 
Beach and occasionally to Crawley Baths. In 1934 Perth College 
built their swimming pool which was the first school in the state to 
have one. Unfortunately it was only for use by Perth College 
students. Bas remembers how popular bonfires were to celebrate 
Guy Fawkes Night on 5th November. Vacant blocks were the 
venue with people collecting bits of wood for the yearly event. 

Bas also remembers the trams that went down Walcott Street and 
Beaufort Street. 

Merle’s parents were Walter Gustave Giese (known as Gus) and 
Margaret Florence Giese (nee Dickson). In 1926 Merle was born at 
30 Ebsworth St, Norwood (East Norwood Estate—now Mount 
Lawley) and lived there until her marriage. 

Merle remembers a Chinese garden in Ebsworth St and near the 
river was a muddy area where children used to swim and this was known affectionately as ‘the mucks’! 

Merle attended Norwood Primary School on Lord St Mt Lawley. Norwood PS was opened in 1906. 
Norwood had the Norwood Hotel, and the Premier Theatre and Gardens.  

At the age of 11 she started to 
attend Perth College. Merle 
remembers on Anzac Day at 
school all the Guides, Brownies 
and Sea Scouts were part of the 
service. 

When at school they played 
tennis at Loton Park and they held 
interschool sports there as well. 
On the weekends, they visited 
Maylands Aerodrome. 

Merle was at Perth College during 
World War II. She was quite 
sporty and a good athlete winning 
school colours in athletics. 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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Above: Merle and teammates - 1938 Perth College Netball 

team 

Above: Merle and classmates at Norwood School 1935 

Perth College was commandeered by 
the 8th Division under Major General 
Gordon Bennett from Singapore. 
Initially he wanted to use Perth College 
as a hospital but instead used it as his 
headquarters. As a result boarders 
were moved back to the country and 
the senior students were educated in 
the junior school on the western side 
of Beaufort Street. There were dug-
outs and trenches built. Ebsworth St, 
where Merle lived had its own air raid 
shelter and of course each house had 
block out curtains. During the war 
Merle used to go fruit-picking along 
Guildford Rd towards the Swan Valley. 

As a student Merle attended Lily 
Kavanagh’s Art of Speech School on 
the corner of  Queens Crescent and 
Beaufort Streets where there is now a 
doctor’s surgery. Merle performed in 
plays on the radio Annual Concert for 
the Repertory Club Perth. As teenagers 
they wore long dresses to the 
Repertory Club. 

After their marriage, Merle and Basil 
lived over the shop at 68 Walcott 
Street.  

They later moved to 17 Carnarvon 
Crescent, Coolbinia, purchasing a 
virgin block in the newly-planned No 3 
estate in Coolbinia. Finance came 
through the Defence Forces Housing 
Scheme. 

A two bedroom bungalow was built 
which was standard for those blocks. 

By this time, Basil had trained as a 
teacher and, after a time in country 
schools, returned to Perth and to a 
position at Mount Lawley Senior High 
School.  

He later moved into the TAFE system, 
retiring as a Principal in 1978. 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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LYCEUM/ STATE/ ASTOR THEATRE — History 1919-1997 

663 Beaufort St, Mount Lawley   

Courtesy of Cinema Web, Australian Museum of Motion Picture and Television (AMMPT) www.ammpt.asn.au 

The Lyceum was opened on 5 November 1919: 

This building, the Lyceum Theatre, at 
the corner of Beaufort and Walcott 
Streets, which was opened last night, 
measures 100ft by 45ft, by 26ft 6in in 
height. Comfortable seating 
accommodation has been provided 
for 1,060 persons—300 in the dress 
circle and 760 below, and liberal 
space has been allowed between the 
rows of seats. Mr Alexander, who 
was his own architect and builder, 
has paid particular attention to 
ventilation, by a liberal supply of 
windows, inlet vents in the walls, and 
large exhaust vents in the ceiling, 
and he claims to have produced the 
coolest building in the state.  

(West Australian, 6 November 1919) 

The owner, Simon Bremner 
Alexander, then leased the theatre 
to the Wheatleys, and an open-air 
venue was developed next door. In 
1920, the theatre was available for 
hire on Tuesday and Thursday nights 
for dancing: floor space of 45 feet 
square was offered, as well as the 
services of the theatre orchestra 
under Harold Betteridge. But by 
1928 this was no longer possible, as 
it was one of only four venues in the 
suburban area screening films every 
week-night. Silent pictures 
continued in the gardens after the 

introduction of sound to the theatre. In 1930 
the venue was renamed the State Theatre and State Summer Gardens, and towards the end of the 
decade the theatre was completely renovated, to a design of architects Baxter-Cox & Leighton.  

The souvenir program for the re-opening on 12 May 1939, was full of superlatives:   

The Spacious Entrance Foyer facing Beaufort Street 
One enters the spacious entrance hall, some 60 feet deep by 30 feet wide. The walls are of stippled texture 
in a soft dove grey tone with silver relievings, while the ceiling is in fawn with tonings of Eau de Nile. The 
whole of the floor is in mosaic tile. Booking offices are on either side. Chromium bordered display 
announcement boards, with their bright posters add just a colour (sic)… 
The lighting is soft, being obtained from ceiling well lights and decorative box lights. 

Astor facade undated (1962? Mexico Olympics) (Arthur Stiles)  

Astor exterior 1981 (Bill Turner) 

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
http://ammpt.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/mt-lawley-1930.jpg
http://ammpt.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/mount-lawley-1981.jpg
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The Circle Stairway  
The Dress Circle and Dress Circle Lounge are reached by a richly carpeted stairway leading up from the 
right of the entrance hall. The wall effects are similar to the main hall and heavy chromium plated 
handrails add just the right amount of brightness. 

A Luxurious Lounge 
On reaching the top of the stairway one enters the luxuriously appointed Dress Circle Lounge. It is almost 
as spacious as the main hall, but is carpeted with a rich pile carpet, of a lightly patterned Indian red tone, 
with two modern long quartered windows, reaching to the floor face into Beaufort Street. Luxuriously 
upholstered lounge suites and easy chairs are an invitation to patrons to adjourn to this restful lounge 
for a smoke or a talk during the period of interval. Palms and soft toned window treatments with the soft 
lighting from artistic diffused lights create an atmosphere for comfort and relaxation. An open air 
balcony extends from the lounge overlooking Beaufort Street. 

The Dress Circle 
This is entered from the lounge and is spacious and well arranged. Every seat is fully upholstered in 
brown-toned Genoa velvet and being well set back are particularly comfortable and restful. The circle 
rises to the back affording a full unobstructed view of the screen. 

The Main Theatre 
On entering one appears to look down over a sea of seats, due to the fact that the floor descends to the 
front of the theatre, so that those at the back may have an unobstructed view of the screen. The walls 
are constructed of a special acoustic tile, to ensure perfect sound reproduction in every part of the 
theatre. The main aisle is covered with heavy pile carpet and soft lighting is obtained from inset well 
lights in the fawn toned roof of the building. The seats in the main theatre are all upholstered in leather, 
well set back for comfort, are of full standard width and isolated from each other by arm rests. 

Sound and Projection Equipment 
The projection and sound equipment room is situated above the Dress Circle, being reached from a 
stairway from the Dress Circle Lounge. From here the very latest Raycophone dual projection apparatus, 
installed by Harringtons Ltd in conjunction with Raycophone Sound Equipment operates. Clear, brilliant 
and particularly sharp pictures are obtained by the use of the latest automatic motor driven high 
intensity arcs, a relatively new feature in screen production. Adding greatly also to the clearness and 
brilliance of the picture is the use of a specially imported Sonora cellular screen. Set behind this special 
screen is the latest Raycophone multi-cellular horn reproducing from the synchronised sound system. 
Both the projection of the picture and the clarity of the sound from this ‘modernly’ equipped control 
room is a revelation of the progress that sound and projection engineers have achieved since the first 
installation in the old State Theatre. 

In 1941, in response to a decree of the state government, that no private company could use the term 
´State’ in its title, the venue was again renamed and it became the Astor Theatre and Gardens. In 1941, 
the venue was operated by Frank Tyler, and the assistant projectionist was Ray Tilley. Goldfield Pictures 
took over the lease in the late forties, knowing it had only a short time left to run, but believing that 
they could win an extension. However, Stan Perry (at that time resident manager in West Australia for 
Hoyts) won it instead, and set up screenings in cooperation with the owners, the Alexander estate.  

However, Goldfields did not relinquish their film contracts to the new lessees. Instead, they bought the 
Rosemount, North Perth and took the Astor film supply to that venue, switching between North Perth 
and the Civic, Inglewood, which they also operated. Perry had entered this venture on his own behalf, 
not as a Hoyts employee, and soon found that he could not get product. After only six weeks he asked 
Goldfields to take it over again, and they operated it until City Theatres acquired it from them in 1969.  

http://www.mountlawleysociety.org.au/
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Extensive alterations at this time reduced the capacity of the theatre to 540, though the gardens 
remained at 880. The gardens were closed in 1970, but the theatre continued, sometimes screening films 
(foreign-language films, for instance Italian films in early 1978, and some repertory film seasons), and 
sometimes housing concerts and other live shows. It was twinned during 1982 and the Astor 1 became an 
adult cinema, specialising in R-rated films, while the Astor 2 specialised in Italian-language films. The 
venue closed in 1985, with the lower hall being used for bingo, but was refurbished during 1986 reverting 
to a single theatre with stalls (seating reduced to accommodate a karate school), lounge and dress circle. 
In 1988 screenings ceased once more, and it seemed likely that the cinema would be demolished. A public 
outcry prevented this, and the venue was eventually purchased by Sydney businessman, Ron Regan. 
Screenings began again on 27 July 1989 after extensive reconditioning, that seems to have continued over 
several years. 

In 1991, the theatre was completely refurbished again, to the design of Philip McAllister, for new owners 
Howard and Miriam Altman. Its art deco elements—not mentioned, or even recognised as such in the 
programme description above—made it particularly attractive for such a development, and the project 
was architecturally a great success. In 1992, it was proposed to twin the theatre by building an additional 
cinema inside the dress circle, and this was reported to be screening by June 1993, seating 50 patrons, 
but by the end of the year the whole building and adjacent shops were up for sale. It is not known if they 
were sold at this time, but they were again advertised for auction in May 1997, and still advertised for 
sale in July 1997. Late in 1997, Palace Cinemas merged with Ace and the Astor twin began screening as a 
Palace Cinema. 

 

Sources: Max Bell, ‘Astor’, Kino no.72, Winter 2000, p.25 

Vyonne Geneve, ´The vulnerability of our Art Deco theatres’, Kino, no.28, June 1989, p.6 

Vyonne Geneve, ´The refurbishment of the Astor Theatre, Mount Lawley’, Kino, no.36, June 1991, p.4-7 

Vyonne Geneve, Significant buildings of the 1930s in Western Australia, Vyonne Geneve, June 1994, National Trust of Australia (WA)/ National Estate Grants 

Programme, vol.1 

Philip McAllister, ´The Astor, Mount Lawley’, Kino, no.36, June 1991, pp.4-7 

Stage, Screen and Stars, West Australian, n.d. (1997?), p.40 

Everyone’s, 8 February 1928, p.27; 14 August 1929, p.18; 5 February 1930, p.20; 12 February 1930, p.25 

Film Weekly Directory, 1943/5 – 1971 

Guardian Express, 19 November 1985 

Kino, no.14, December 1985, p.23; no.15, March 1986, p.22; no.18, December 1986, p.24; no.21, September 1987, p.22; no.22, December 1987, p.23; no.25, 

September 1988, p.14; no.26, December 1988, p.23; no.27, March 1989, p.27; no.28, June 1989, p.23; no.29, September 1989, p.23; no.31, June 1990, p.23; 

no.42, December 1992, p.32; no.43, March 1993, p.31; no.44, June 1993, p.36; no.46, December 1993, p.30; no.53, September 1995, p.31; no.60, June 1997, 

p.35; no.62, Summer 1997, p.35 

Post Office Directory, 1921 – 1949 

The West Australian, 1919 – 2000, 9 January 1920, 28 February 1920 

Interviews (Ina Bertrand): Ron Elsegood (1985), Arthur Stiles (1985) 

Conversation: Ken Tilley, Morawa 

Photos: 1 programme, Lyceum Theatre and Summer Gardens 14 January 1922, b&w (Battye?) 

1 exterior (Astor), colour, 1981 (Bill Turner) 

1 exterior (Astor facade), b&w, undated (1962? Mexico Olympics) (Arthur Stiles) 

1 interior (undated), 1 exterior (1980), Kino no.72, Winter 2000, p.25 (Max Bell) 

2 interiors (Astor), b&w, 1991, Kino no.36, June 1991, p.7 (L. R. Tod) 

1 exterior (Astor), b&w, 1991, Kino no.36, June 1991, p.7 (L. R. Tod) 

1 exterior (Astor), b&w, 1988, Kino, no.28, June 1989, p.9 (Byron Geneve) 

1 exterior, 1 interior, b&w, 1980, Kino, no.72, Winter 2000, p.25 (Max Bell) 
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Advertising in this publication as well as views expressed by contributors are not  

necessarily representative of or supported by the editor, committee or other members.  

Discount Voucher to Members 

Members are invited to present this newsletter 
(showing the voucher below) to receive a discount 
off their next rubbish removal from Instant Waste 
Management. 

Contact Details 

Secretary 
Sheila Robinson   0408 929779 
Website  
www.mountlawleysociety.org.au 
Email   
mountlawleysociety@gmail.com  
Facebook  
https://www.facebook.com/mountlawleysociety/  
Instagram  
https://www.instagram.com/
mount_lawley_society/  
Newsletter Contact 0421 545583 

www.adstyle.net 
9345 2333 
Head Office: 2/511 Wanneroo Road,  

Balcatta 

Branch Office: 1/328 Stirling Highway,  

Claremont 
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