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of festivals, markets, independent 
gallery spaces and buskers, all inspire 
an ongoing sense of optimism about 
the ever changing face of Canberra. 
Today, Canberrans owe a debt of 
thanks to the people who believed 
in change and invested much of their 
lives in making it happen. Holford 
himself perhaps said it best when 
he reflected on the progress of 
Canberra’s development in 1965:

1 Holford, Sir William Graham. ‘Observations on the future development of 
Canberra, A.C.T. made at the request of the Commonwealth Government’, 
A.J. Arthur, Commonwealth Government Printer, Canberra, 1958, p.17.

2 Reid, Paul. ‘Canberra Following Griffin: A Design History of Australia’s 
National Capital’, National Archives of Australia, Canberra, 2002, p.223.

3 Ibid.
4 In 1958 Canberra’s population stood at 39,000, by 1972 it had reached 

155,000. See Sparke, Eric. ‘Canberra 1954-1980’, Australian Government 
Publishing Service, Canberra, 1988, p.188.

5 See Holford, Sir William Graham. ‘Observations on the future development of 
Canberra, A.C.T made at the request of the Commonwealth Government’, A.J. 
Arthur, Commonwealth Government Printer, Canberra, 1958.

6 Holford, Sir William Graham. 1958, p.6.
7 Clough, Richard and Hendry, Margaret. ‘Sylvia Crowe - Influence and Work in 

Australia’, Australian Institute of Landscape Architects , http://www.aila.org.
au/HENDRY/crowe.htm, site accessed 10/12/2009.

8 The Canberra Theatre, Dickson Library and former Center Cinema were all 
designed by Enrico Taglietti. Roy Grounds was the architect responsible for 
the futuristic Australian Academy of Science’s Dome building at the ANU, 
completed in 1959.

9 Holford, Lord William Graham. ‘The Growth of Canberra 1958-1965 and 
1965-1972’, National Capital Development Commission, 1965, p.6.

Those who have contributed 
to the achievement are 
too numerous to mention 
individually…but among them 
one clearly must be singled 
out – Sir Robert Menzies himself 
– together with successive 
Minsters for the Interiors; The 
Commonwealth Departments; 
The Australian National 
University, the architectural, 
engineering and town planning 
professions in Australia, sculptors, 
painters, landscape architects 
and other artists, the building 
and civil engineering contracting 
firms…the anonymous army of 
workers who have borne the 
burden of the heat and labour on 
the site, the residents of Canberra 
and, comprising all others, the 
people of Australia who have 
paid the bill and to whom the city 
belongs’.9

 Kathryn Chisholm
 Acting Curator, Social History



The accusation that Canberra was 
little more than a  ‘good sheep 
paddock spoilt’ [sic], attributable 
only to some long forgotten wag, 
holds no more truth now than it did 
when the site for the new capital 
was identified in 1909. Still a work in 
progress today, commitment to the 
development of Canberra has not 
always been so evident. For almost 
half a century after its foundation 
Canberra was little more than a large 
country town, a national capital in 
name only. Walter Burley Griffin’s 
original plans were contentious and 
after an initial period of growth, 
the combined forces of the Great 
Depression, World War Two and 
a fragile post-war economy left its 
development to languish.

And then, in the 1960s, it all began 
to change.

In 1953, Prime Minister Robert 
Menzies was reportedly mortified 
when a young Queen Elizabeth 
II unveiled the new American-

Australian Memorial in russell – a 
grand, soaring pillar which stood, 
isolated, in the midst of farm 
paddocks.2 For a country struggling 
to reposition itself as a fully 
industrialised nation on the world 
stage, the development of Canberra 
henceforth became Menzies’ first 
priority.3 As a planned city, Canberra 
has always been an experimental 
hub for architectural, town planning, 
engineering, academic and cultural 
development in Australia. In the 
1960s Canberra’s population more 
than tripled and the key to its 
success was the heavy investment in 
innovation in all of these areas.4 

Menzies engaged internationally 
renowned British town planner 
Sir William Holford (later Lord 
Holford) in the late 1950s to devise 
a strategic plan for the future of 
Canberra. The National Capital 
development Commission (NCdC) 
was established under the leadership 
of Sir John Overall and Menzies 
decreed that all Commonwealth 
departments and public servants be 
centralised in Canberra. Holford’s 
vision for Canberra was significant 
not only for its modernity but also 
for the confidence it inspired in 
those given the task of building the 
national capital. His plan espoused 
the importance of the motor car 
and freeways as a central means 
of transport and the garden city 
ideals of green corridors dividing 
the suburbs and landscaped private 
homes.5 In many respects, Holford’s 
plan marked a lasting departure 
from Walter Burley Griffin’s early 
vision and yet on one issue both 

men were of the same mind. In his 
initial report, Holford presented clear 
choices for the government to make 
regarding the future form of the 
national capital:

The alterations before Canberra, 
in the light of recent past 
history, present possibilities and 
amendments that will in any case 
have to be made to the original 
plan, seem to be these: either to 
remain a divided city, with the 
flood plain of the Molonglo as an 
open wedge between the federal 
town on the south bank and 
the municipality on the north…
or to become a unified city, 
metropolitan in character if not in 
size, a cultural and administrative 
centre and a national capital.6

The choice was clear and today the 
original vision of Burley Griffin remains 

evident in the wide sweep of Lake 
Burley Griffin and its parklands, 
designed by renowned landscape 
architect Dame Sylvia Crowe, which 
remain two of the largest urban 
landscape projects ever undertaken 
in Australia.7 The flooding of the lake 
also incorporated the development 
of the highly sophisticated new 
Scrivener Dam and the new 
Commonwealth and Kings Avenue 
bridges, all feats of engineering 
excellence designed to bring Canberra 
firmly into the 20th century.

Investment in Canberra’s 
infrastructure throughout the 1960s 
had the flow-on effect of attracting a 
legion of migrants, both national and 
international, to cater to the needs 
of expanding academic, cultural 
and political communities. New 
restaurants and cafés flourished. 
Many, such as the iconic Gus’ café, 
were opened by forward thinking 
european migrants determined 
to bring cosmopolitan dining to 
Canberra. The Australian National 
University (ANU) opened its doors to 
undergraduate students for the first 
time as well as unveiling a raft of new 
departments including Australia’s 
first computer science centre in 
1968. Canberra’s growing reputation 
as a centre for excellence was also 
enhanced by the key roles the 
Tidbinbilla and Honeysuckle Creek 
satellite tracking stations played in 
the 1969 Apollo 11 moon landings. 

Many academics drawn to the ANU 
brought with them partners who 
would in turn position Canberra 
as an emerging Australian artistic 

hub. Key figures in the arts such as 
such as artists Rosalie Gascoigne 
and Jan Brown and arts patron 
Margaret Frankel grew to be 
leading practitioners in their own 
fields. They were joined by the 
likes of Dutch ceramicist Henri Le 
Grand and his wife Riek, fuelling a 
thriving professional and amateur 
arts scene. These same exponents 
of Canberra’s burgeoning arts and 
academic communities were also 
willing to engage experimental 
architects to design houses that 
would make full use of the exciting 
new forms arising out of the 
modernist design ethic of the time. 
In the public sphere, the accessible 
civic buildings originally envisaged 
by Griffin were re-interpreted 
by contemporary architects like 
Italian-born Enrico Taglietti and Roy 
Grounds.8 On a national scale, one 
of the most significant achievements 
by the NCDC in the 1960s was 
the design and development of 
the National Library of Australia, 
designed by Walter Bunning, 
which is still considered one of the 
finest examples of neo-classical 
architecture in Australia.

The legacy of the 1960s can still 
be found all over modern-day 
Canberra in the cultural, political, 
and architectural landmarks 
that remain the very essence of 
modernity and innovation in a 
changing urban landscape. The 
beauty of Lake Burley Griffin and 
a thriving artistic community 
reflected in the professional output 
of the ANU School of Art and Street 
Theatre through to a growing array 
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‘It will be of some importance to the 
development of Canberra that there 
should be more and more people 
who care, and care deeply, what it 
looks like and what it becomes as a 
town to live in’.1 

Sir William Holford, 1958
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