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Are you interested in how heritage gardens are managed, or simply enjoy the ambience of
Canberra’s well-tended open spaces?
Michael Mulvaney, Senior Environment Planner at ACT Parks, and Neil Walsh, Team Leader,
Horticultural Services for ACT Historic Places (Image 1), have recently teamed up to look at some of
the distinctive features and plantings of the inter-War period, Bungalow-style garden at Calthorpes’
House in Red Hill, and its important relationship with the Red Hill Reserve backdrop. Our experts
look at how the garden has evolved into the museum-era period since the mid-1980s and outline a
few examples for how approaches to heritage management are recognised and resolved. From the
plant species and their sources that make up the formal gardens at the front, to the functional and
domestic spaces at the back of the property (Illustration), Calthorpes’ House is an excellent example
of how Walter Burley-Griffin’s plan for this middle-class suburb evolved.

Illustration: Conservation Management Plan, p 23

Neil Walsh, Team Leader, Horticultural Services for ACT Historic Places
The influences of this style of garden were from England, Ireland and particularly America’s ‘City
Beautiful’ principles of the early twentieth century. The archways and earth-toned finish of the
house are influences of the Mediterranean-style architecture from the period, and the small
verandas, with their French doors leading from the interior rooms, provide a transition between
indoor and outdoor garden spaces. These were features new to Australian homes at the time, and
it’s still very easy to picture the family eating juicy watermelon on hot afternoons while lounging on
the outdoor chairs!
Beginning in 1927, when the young family came to live in their newly built home at 24 Mugga Way,
the grounds were designed to surround the home on three sides. The garden is managed and
maintained by following guidelines in the Burra Charter, and by referring to archival photographs
from Calthorpe family albums, the heritage site’s Conservation Management Plan, as well as our
Tree Management Plan. One other much-treasured aspect of this heritage property is that we have
the luxury of knowing about the garden, its structure and range of plantings, and how the family and
their friends used the garden from the oral histories of Calthorpe family members, notably the
youngest daughter Mrs Dawn Waterhouse (nee Calthorpe, b. 1924).

Image 2: Hand-tinted photograph, dated 11 November 1939
Image credit: ACT Historic Places collection

For example, archival records like this hand-tinted photograph dated 11 November 1939 (Image 2),
reveal that the nature reserve between the property and Mugga Way (far right-hand side of
photograph) had Roman Cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) plantings among the various gum
plantings. When you visit the property today you’ll discover the Cypresses are no longer growing in
the reserve along the street, however at the time, the combination of exotic conifers and indigenous
Eucalypts became a unifying theme for many of the early Canberran public open spaces and, in this

case, helped integrate the adjacent private exotic gardens and the woodland-dominated hillside
behind.
What is also quite intriguing is that this photograph (Image 4) shows that as early as twelve years
within taking up residence, the ‘City Beautiful’ design technique of private properties maintaining
low hedging along street frontages was not maintained at that time. The cost of maintaining hedges
was born by the City, but it soon became unfeasible and so gradually families like the Calthorpes’
established an alternative garden structure without the burden of maintaining a hedge. Walking
along Mugga Way past neighbouring properties today reveals a combination of towering Cypress,
fences and open garden arrangements. Standing next to one of these 2-metre-high hedges, it is easy
to image the toil of keeping them in shape with hand clippers and wooden ladder.

Image 3: Panorama view of Calthorpes’ House and garden, March 2020
Image credit: John Ambler
For juxtaposed 1939 and 2020 panorama views, go to;
http://www.historicplaces.com.au/blog/bungalow-style-garden

In addition, visiting the garden today you’ll discover that our heritage management during the
museum-era means that we have a hedge (Image 5)! It’s maintained at a height of approximately 1.5
metres but it’s not a Cypress, rather it is Privet (Ligustrum sp.). In this way, although during the early
stage of the Calthorpe family ownership, the hedge border was not maintained, the current
management retains the feature in line with the earliest city planning concept.

Image 4: section of hand-tinted photograph dated 11 November 1939
Image credit: ACT Historic Places collection

Image 5: comparative view of front garden as at March 2020
Image credit: John Ambler

Another example of heritage infrastructure documentation and frequent restoration required in this
garden is the timber ‘summerhouse’ – a wooden arbour that supports climbing roses. Seen in the
background of the photograph below (Image 6), where daughters Dawn and Dell pose perched on
their bikes, we can also see this structure depicted in the diagram above (Illustration 2) taken from
the original plans for the garden. During the recent 30-year period of the museum-era of the
property, the arbour has been rebuilt many times using pine, however, that timber tends to
deteriorate within a few years. At the time of writing, the arbour is absent (Image 7). Ideally, for
sustainability reasons, the next iteration of the arbour will be constructed using untreated
hardwood.

Image 6: L-R Dawn and Dell Calthorpe c. 1930
Image credit: ACT Historic Places collection

Image 7: comparative viewpoint as at March 2020
Image credit: John Ambler

Michael Mulvaney, Senior Environment Planner at ACT Parks
When I walk in the gardens at Calthorpes’ House, I feel like Dr Who stepping out of the Tardis and
experiencing life as it was between the two world wars. The intactness in both the garden structure
and plants that has survived since the late 1920s is remarkable. The garden at Calthorpes’ House is
perhaps Australia’s best remaining example of a suburban garden between the World Wars, 1918 1939.
The feature of interwar gardens that I am most drawn to is the joy of flowers and how flowering
shrubs like camellias, rhododendrons, hydrangeas and flowering quinces were placed right up
against the house. The plants and their flowers were there for constant enjoyment, if not always in
sight, then the fragrance would come wafting through the windows. I am in love with the crazy
paving that leads you past the daphne and other shrubs to the front door. How many steps have
been taken on this path, sniffy and admiring the flowers, and are you as surprised as I was that crazy
paving has an interwar heritage (Image 8)?

Image 8: Crazy paving, Calthorpes’ House
Image credit: Kate Gardiner

The Parliament House Rose Gardens were also established in the interwar era. Alexander Bruce, the
then Superintendent of Parks and Gardens, had a passion for the rose and who can argue that it is
not a magnificent flowering shrub. Bruce had a hand in designing the garden at Calthorpes’ House,
so it is not surprising that climbing and bush roses are a particular delight. Their abundance in the
garden not only reflects Bruce’s passion but the interwar enthusiasm for the rose.

Roses aren’t the only climbing plants that you see within the garden, Jasminums and Honeysuckles
have been used as a means of fitting even more flowers into this remarkable space.
Perhaps the most notable feature of the interwar garden is the walls of hedges. Gardens of this time
were meant to be lived in. Just like houses, the perception was that you had different rooms in your
garden in which different activities were engaged. Hedges defined and separated the rooms. At
Calthorpes’ House, the side room with the large expanse of lawn and climbing rose arbour discussed
above was a private place for adults to sit, chat, sip and eat, while the children ran around. To the
back of the property the hedges screened the utilitarian spaces of vegetable plots, orchard and
chook run. In the front, hedges unified the streetscape and lined the driveway, framing a
gardenscape of mass flowering and prominent usually single tree plantings of conifers and other
exotic trees.
What I find amazing about the hedges is that some of the species used, such as Cotoneaster
(Cotoneaster glaucophyllus) and Forethorn (Pyracantha crenulata) were only discovered to the
western nursery trade in the 1920s, following plant finding expeditions to Yunnan, China, and what
is now north Vietnam. Yet here they are ten years later planted on bulk in a Canberra garden.
Canberra gardeners at this time benefited from the skills of Parks and Gardens Superintendents such
as Bruce and his predecessor Charles Weston who stocked the nursery with plants they thought
would do well in Canberra’s climate and tested if this was so. Much of the nursery stock originated
from those parts of the world that had a similar climate to Canberra. One of Canberra’s closest
climatic matches is north Vietnam. The other areas, outside of Australia, are the Crimea, parts of the
southern Mediterranean and inland Texas. The ornamental plums, honeysuckles, mahonia and
privet found in the garden all originate from these areas.
Given that they were from areas of similar climate and in many cases planted on mass, it is unsurprising that several of the species planted during the period spread beyond the gardens and are
significant weeds today. Undoubtedly, Currawongs have feasted on the berries of Calthorpes’ House
flowering shrubs, squeezed the juice and goodness out and then regurgitated the seeds across the
neighbouring woodland on Red Hill.

Image 9, source: Google Maps, accessed 9 April 2020

It also has an important relationship with the Red Hill Reserve as its backdrop and
the grounds provide an integral setting for the house
as a type of garden villa.
Source of quote: Calthorpes’ House Conservation Management Plan, pp 4-5.

Red Hill and the Calthorpes’ House garden have always had an intimate relationship. The original
suburban design specifications called for a Mugga Way garden streetscape set against the natural
backdrop of the Red Hill ridgeline. The large remnant Yellow Box tree (Eucalyptus melliodora) at the
back of the house and the eucalypt street plantings were means of tying the garden and bush
landscapes together. Today, this significant tree that predates the house is documented within the
Tree Management Plan using the green tagging system, regular assessment is carried for safety and
to monitor for damage, particularly because of its proximity to the nearby cubby and garage
buildings, and dead wood is removed by a specialist arborist.

Images 10 & 11: Yellow Box tree that predates house,
and Tree Management Plan green tag
Image credits: John Ambler

A garden city nestling within the framing hills aligned with the Griffin’s plan for this city. In the 1920s
Red Hill, like most of Canberra’s hills, had been heavily cleared and denuded. The Griffins envisaged
restoring these hills by planting a tapestry of different colours across their slopes. Red Hill, not
surprisingly, was to be clothed in red flowering plants. A large plantation of what was originally
4,000 red flowering Callistemon (Callistemon citrinus) can still be seen below the Red Hill café, while
red flowering plantings of Grevillea (Grevillea rosmarinifolia) and Darling Pea (Swainsona galegifolia)
occur near the Optus Tower (Images 12 A-D).
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Images A-D credit: Paul Ratcliffe

Walter Burley Griffin later changed from colour based plantings to supporting natural regeneration,
and was instrumental in removing a grazing lease from behind Calthorpes’ House – it was reinstated
in the 1950s to be phased out again in 1995 as the significant ecology of Red Hill’s woodland became
more apparent.

Image 13: Chequered Copper butterfly on shamrock
Image credit: Sandra Lauer

The intimacy of the relationship between Red Hill and the garden at Calthorpes’ House is not readily
apparent but is deep and complex. As an example, the lawn with the private outside room largely
consists of the native Weeping Grass (Microlaena stipoides), while also containing two of three
species of native Shamrock (Oxalis sp.) that occur on Red Hill. The shamrock is the food plant of the
caterpillar of the Chequered Copper butterfly (Lucia limbaria) (Image 14). The male of this butterfly
sets up territories which it defends from other males and females fly in to check him out. The agreed
meeting place is the highest point in the landscape, Red Hill ridgeline. After mating the female will
leave the hilltop and lay eggs in native shamrock, including those growing at Calthorpes’ House.

Image 14: Speckled warbler
Image credit: Sandra Lauer

After fires burnt three-quarters of Red Hill in 2002, the twelve family groups of the Speckled Warbler
(Image 15), normally a shy bird, survived by sheltering and feeding within surrounding gardens. So
the relationship has been both good and bad. Just as the Griffins envisaged a uniform natural and
garden city landscape, while walking around this heritage garden we should be on the lookout for
that exchange of life between garden and neighbouring woodland.
People have been documenting the native wildlife in their gardens via the online Canberra Nature
Map portal; https://canberra.naturemapr.org/. They load photos they have taken on life in their
gardens and have experts identify the species. One resident in a small block of land in Conder has
recorded more than 500 native birds, insects, plants and spiders in his garden, while a resident in
Ainslie has recorded more than 300 moths that have visited his front porch.
While the design and planting of the Calthorpes’ House garden transforms me back to the Australian
interwar period, I also find great comfort in the thought that the hundreds of species of birds, bats,
butterflies and bugs that were visiting the gardens back then continue to do so today.

