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During a casual conversation at a public function recently I was politely asked by a 
gentleman what I did. I replied that I was an archaeologist and the heritage officer for the 
National Trust. After a short pause to let this information digest, he questioned that there 
would be little for me to do here as, “Canberra has only been in existence for just a short 
period, since parliament arrived, and there was nothing much around to speak of before 
that”. No names, no pack drill, but this gentleman was a long-time resident of Canberra, 
and although he had not been born here, I thought that he should have had some inkling 
about the history of this area! But is he to blame for his lack of knowledge? This was not 
the first time someone had made such an approach to me. Over the last few years I have 
been asked similar questions several times. And this worries me. But what are we doing 
about this history of ours? How come there are people in Canberra who are unaware of 
the extensive relationship which humans have had with this area which we now call the 
Australian Capital Territory? I will attempt to answer those questions later but what 
follows now is the essence of my reply.

The ACT has a three-layered character to its human history beginning in the last Ice Age 
and extending right up to the present. These layers are separate and distinctive from each 
other in one sense, but inter-woven and linked in another; a kind of continuum of the 
human relationship with the land and with themselves. The first layer begins at least 
21,000 years ago, and the evidence for this is just a short drive and a short walk from the 
centre of the city.  

Human occupation and use of the ACT region began during the last Ice Age (Late 
Pleistocene). The Birrigai Rock Shelter in Tdibinbilla Nature Reserve has revealed a 
radio-carbon dated, occupation sequence extending from 21,000 years ago to the 
nineteenth century. Around 20 – 18,000 years ago Australia and most of the world, were 
experiencing the extreme conditions of the last Ice Age. The earliest people who were 
using the rockshelter would have been well adapted to the cold climate of the region and 
very familiar with the large animals who inhabited the region with them.  Up until 3,000 
years ago the archaeological deposits show that the shelter was used sporadically and 
probably for only short periods of time during the warmer moths of the year.  

The archaeological record at Birrigai shows a marked change in the use of the area 
beginning c.3,000 years ago. Around this time the use of the shelter increased. The record 
shows a higher number of stone artefacts in the deposits and the charcoal quantities 
increased dramatically indicating that more fires were being lit within the shelter. The 
reason for this more intense use probably acquaints to improved climatic conditions. 
Around 15,000 to 10,000 years ago the climate became warmer and wetter; the Ice Age 
was drawing to a close. By 3,000 years ago the seasons were much the same as they are 
today.  



The Birrigai Rock Shelter was probably used as a stop-over place during the summer 
months when the Aboriginal groups collected the aestivating Bogong moths in highland 
areas. Large groups of the Ngunawal people, together with neighbouring groups, would 
gather during the summer after the moths had migrated from the western plains to the 
cooler areas of the mountains. But these gatherings were much more than just feasts. It 
was a time for social action. Relationships between the neighbouring groups were 
strengthened and new ones formed; initiation ceremonies took place admitting the young 
into adulthood and marriage alliances were established to strengthen and extend the 
social bond; trading of resources was undertaken. Such comings together each year were 
a very necessary part of the social, cultural, political, spiritual and economic ties between 
the groups who occupied this part of the southern highlands.

Evidence of these people and their activities still remain in the area. Extensive stone
artefact sites lying on and below the ground surface still remain. They show five types of 
stone were used: chert, quartzite, quartz, silcrete, and volcanic. The highest densities of 
artefacts are near the water courses. On low slopes leading to and from water courses 
archaeologists have recorded artefact densities of 20-25 artefacts per hectare and on low 
spurs overlooking the water courses the density reaches 50 per hectare while lesser 
densities are found on steeply sloping land and the hills away from the water courses. 
These densities indicate that while there was use of the whole area, the most favoured. 
Other physical remains of Aboriginal use of the land can be seen by the many scarred 
eucalypt trees many of which are located in the suburbs of Tuggeranong. Bark from these 
trees were carefully and skilfully removed to be used for canoes, shields, coolamons and 
bark shelters. Other physical evidence, not immediately discernable to the untrained eye, 
are several rocky outcrops which have been used for stone extraction to make tools and 
several flat areas of sandstone which bear a series of shallow grooves, the result of 
sharpening the cutting edges of hard stone to make axe heads.



An Aboriginal scarred tree in suburban Tuggeranong is evidence of Aboriginal use of the area prior to 
European settlement.  There are many trees such as this remaining in the urban, grazing and woodland 
regions of the ACT (photo, P. Dowling 2006).

The second layer of our history had its roots in 1788 when the First Fleet arrived but was 
really kicked-off in the 1820s when the first European explorers reached the Molonglo 
and Murrumbidgee In 1821 Charles Throsby was the first European to reach the 
Murrumbidgee River. Prompted by a strong desire to find this river which he thought 
would flow south and link the inland to the sea, Throsby and his nephew, Charles 
Throsby Smith, had made several attempts to find it the previous year. Each attempt had 
failed but finally Throsby, accompanied by Joseph Wild and one Aboriginal guide, 
reached the river in the vicinity of Pine Island. He must have been disappointed to find 
that the river flowed to the north and not to the sea.

Following Throsby’s expedition Captain Mark Currie, RN, led an excursion into the 
newly found district in 1823. He was accompanied by Brigade-major Ovens and Joseph 
Wild who had accompanied Throsby the previous year.  They traversed the Limestone 
Plains and the Tuggeranong Valley which Currie named Isabella Plains, and reached the 
Murrumbidgee. Currie’s diary of 1st and 2nd of June recounts the journey:

1st June 1823 – Crossed limestone Plains and travelled through a fine forest country 
to a small, beautiful plain, which we named Isabella’s Plain after Miss Brisbane 
[the Governor’s daughter]. It is situated about six miles from the others, on the right 
bank of the Morumbidgee [sic]. Went up the right [east] bank of that river four 
miles, searching for a crossing, without success, in doing which we passed through 
a fine forest country and encamped for the night on the right bank. Killed an emu.

Currie and his party had reached the Murrumbidgee in the vicinity of Pine Island but 
were unable to cross because the river was swollen by recent rains. The next day they 
followed the river upstream.

2nd June 1823 – passed through a fine forest country intersected by stoney and lofty 
ranges… Encamped by a small run of water in a fine forest vale, not yet being able 
to cross the Murumbidgee [sic].  Killed a kangaroo.

This campsite was opposite Tharwa.  They caught ‘a considerable quantity of fish’, 
probably Murray Cod and then travelled about forty miles south into country which they 
were informed by the Aborigines was called the ‘Monaroo’ (now called Monaro).

Allan Cunningham (“the King’s Botanist”) and his party were the next to pass through 
the area. His objective was to make a detailed botanical inspection of the lands already 
seen by Throsby and Currie. On 15th April 1824 he crossed the Tuggeranong valley 
where he noted the hoof marks left behind in the wet ground by Currie’s party. He found 
the Murrumbidgee at its normal autumn level and was able to cross near Tharwa. The 
following day he passed Mt Tennant (which he named Mt Currie) and the Gudgenby 
River. He described the area as a ‘fine tract of country’. 



Throsby’s report of the land he traversed as ‘extensive meadows of rich land’, followed 
by Currie’s view of ‘fine forest country’ and a ‘beautiful plain’ and then Cunningham’s 
impression of a ‘fine tract of country’ brought news to the would be settlers in crowded 
Sydney of vast and profitable grazing lands and high opportunities. A land rush was 
about to begin.

The first settler was an absentee squatter. Joshua John Moore, clerk to the Judge 
Advocate in Sydney)sent a small group of men and stock to claim lond on the banks of 
the Molonglo River, probably in late 1823.  They built their timber slab huts on the slopes 
where the National Museum of Australia now stands. Moore called his property 
‘Canbery’. Moore was followed in September 1825 by James Ainslie who herded a flock 
of sheep from Bathurst to land granted (given) by the Governor to the Sydney merchant 
Robert Campbell. This property was first known as ‘Pialligo’ but later Campbell named it 
Duntroon after the ancestral home of the Campbells in Argyllshire, Scotland. Robert 
Campbell quickly informed his nephew, George Thomas Palmer, of fertile grazing land 
the banks of Ginninderra Creek and by 1826 Palmer was squatting. After some concerned 
correspondence to the Colonial Secretary’s office he was officially granted the land. The 
station was first known as ‘Palmerville’ but was later changed to ‘Ginninderra’ when 
William Davis assumed control in the 1850s. Another early squatter was James Taylor 
who, with his partner Robert Johnson, had established a run on the Tuggeranong Plains 
by 1827. Mount Taylor now bears the name of this early settler. Others quickly followed. 
Even though the lands west of the Murrumbidgee had been proclaimed by the New South 
Wales government as beyond the limits of location of the nineteen counties, and no 
settlement was be allowed, new prospective graziers were beginning to move their cattle 
and sheep across the river to find the fertile valleys south and west of Tharwa.

The rush was fed during the 1820s by the arrival of some 6,500 free immigrants to NSW, 
the majority of whom wanted to head out of the confines of Sydney and on to the land. It 
was these free immigrants who held the favour of the colonial government and had the 
best chance of acquiring land over the growing numbers of native born and emancipists. 
Land regulations at the time were specifically designed to suit those of a higher class with 
wealth, or at least the standing and the means to obtain loans.  Part of their aim was to 
create a specific landed gentry of wealth and power to be served by a labouring class and 
those who could only obtain miserable patches of land to survive with. And so much of 
the prime grazing land of the Limestone Plains was quickly tied up into large holdings 
leaving the less productive tracts to those of lesser wealth. Campbell was one of the 
largest with his extensive lands managed from the comparative lavishness of Duntroon.  

The first two decades of settlement in the Canberra area were just as rough and ready as 
elsewhere. Most of the population consisted of males (even by 1841 there were only 
1,500 women throughout the entire squatting districts of New South Wales).  Those 
women who chose to accompany their husbands faced the daily harsh realities of 
isolation on the frontiers. They did all the housework and cooking, bore children and 
raised them and then found time to help the men with mustering, and branding.  In 1831 
Luke and Mary Colverwell came to the district and settled in a cottage on the banks of 



Glenburn Creek in what is now known as Kowen Forest. Six years later their first two 
daughters aged six and seven years were tragically drowned in the creek and they were 
buried by their parents in graves just below the cottage. The loss to Luke and Mary must 
have been great. Their graves survive today and are still marked by the sandstone head 
and foot stones which were carved and erected by the grieving parents. 

Most of these early settlers had assigned convicts to assist them. Indeed, the whole 
economy of New South Wales was based on its agrarian assets and supported by convict 
labour. It is not surprising that some of these assigned convicts were discontented with 
their lot. John Tennant and John (Dublin Jack) Rix chose to relinquish the life of 
servitude and took to bushranging. Their careers were brief and in 1828 they were 
captured, sent to Sydney for trial and eventually found themselves in a harsher 
environment on Norfolk Island. Mount Tennent, overlooking Tharwa and the 
Murrumbidgee acquired its name from John Tennant as he had a liking for the 
concealment of its steep and wooded slopes when trying to avoid capture. Some forty 
years later the Clarke brothers were active in around Captains Flat, Bungendore and 
Gundaroo areas. The more notorious Ben Hall and members of his gang held up William 
Davies, a prominent squatter, and relieved him of his gold watch, belt and revolvers at 
Gearys Gap in 1865.

The ruins of the Ginninderra Blacksmith Shop built c.1860, remains as a visual reminder of nineteenth 
century rural life in what is now the northern suburbs of Canberra (photo, P. Dowling 2006).

Other shenanigans went on between the wealthy squatters and the newly arriving 
selectors who were trying to eke out a living on land holdings often too poor to support 
them. In the 1860s the NSW Premier, John (Jack) Robertson, introduced a series of land 
reforms allowing any person to freely select 40 to 320 acres of Crown land which 
included land leased by the squatters. While largely unsuccessful, these land reforms 
allowing the selectors to set themselves up created great anger among the squatters. 
Fearing for their own social and political standing, the squatters viewed the selectors as 
pretentious rabble and resorted to ‘picking the eyes out of’ their holdings by selecting 



land themselves or employing a ‘dummy’ to select the best areas of their holdings.  They 
targeted those tracts with water and road access, thereby denying the selectors the best 
land and in some cases entrée to the land they had legally selected. In one incidence a 
number of small land holders using, a section of the large Yarralumla run to access their 
land, found their way barred by a newly erected fence and an angry squatter. Fierce 
words were spoken and the fence chopped down. The indignant selectors were taken to 
court for their actions and lost.  

Despite the social schism between the landed gentry and the selectors the population 
grew and the small villages, Ginninderra, Canberry, Queanbeyan and Tharwa were 
established along the main access routes to serve the needs of the many scattered 
homesteads.  These centres became the focal points of the economic and social needs of 
the settlers, squatters, selectors, workers and itinerants alike. Queanbeyan grew into a 
city, Tharwa stayed as a village but Ginninderra and Canberry faded into historic 
memory. There are still physical traces of the once thriving Ginninderra, in the ruins of 
the post office and store and the blacksmith’s shop located now either side of the dual 
carriageways of the Barton Highway. 

One visitor to the Limestone Plains in its early days of rural settlement was the volatile 
Dr John Lhotsky who was on his way to the Australian Alps. He arrived during a hot 
January in 1834 and stayed several days at Duntroon examining the geology, flora and 
fauna of the immediate region. He was so impressed with what he observed that he wrote:

Limestone is also one of the most important spots as far as the political economy of 
the colony is concerned.  The Plains…form a point where three principal roads, the 
great road from Sydney, that to Yass Plains, and that to Menero [sic] Downs – will 
eventually converge.  At Limestone, therefore, at no distant period, a fine town will 
exist…

What a prediction that was – and as early as 1834!  

The third layer in this history of ours had its conception in 1901 when the quarrelling 
colonial governments finally agreed to sign the documents of Federation. New South 
Wales and Victoria, the great protagonists, argued that if there was to be a seat for the 
federal government it was going to be in neither Sydney nor Melbourne, nor any other 
colonial capital for that matter! They probably knew nothing of Lhotsky’s prediction but 
this insistence that no existing capital city would be host to the planned capital of 
Australia eventually led to the construction of Canberra on the Limestone Plains. But it 
was not a simple choice.

A bill for the establishment of a the new federal capital was passed:  

The seat of Government of the Commonwealth shall be 
determined by the Parliament and shall be within territory 
which shall have been granted to, or acquired by the 



Commonwealth … and be distant not less than one hundred 
miles from Sydney.

Many sites were considered and a assembly of politicians was formed to began the 
selection process. They visited areas around Orange, Lyndhurst, Bathurst, Goulburn, 
Armidale, Bombala, Nowra, Eden, Yass, Albury, Dalgety and Tumut. In those days, 
travel in the rural areas was mainly by horse and carriage and the politicians, 
experiencing the rough and ready bush at first hand, were not always pleased. At 
Goulburn they encountered a thick fog and at Yass they were met by red dust. As they 
travelled through the Snowy Mountains, they complained of the cold, which turned their 
carriages into ‘perambulating refrigerators’ and they described Dalgety as a ‘frozen 
waste’. In spite of this, Dalgety won the round of parliamentary voting and a bill was 
passed for this area to become the federal capital. However, this was not entirely a 
popular choice and there were mutterings of discontent among the parliamentary factions. 
New South Wales was not willing to concede the large tract of land required for the 
federal territory around Dalgety. Or perhaps Dalgety was a bit too close to Victoria where 
the parliament was currently sitting, and if New South Wales was willing to part with a 
smaller piece of its territory, the capital should go there where it really belonged! A 
second round of voting resulted in the Yass-Canberra district winning narrowly from 
Dalgety.

And so a final bill for the establishing the site of the federal capital was passed in 1908. 
The government then asked Charles Scrivener, a NSW District Surveyor, to define a 
territorial boundary and within it, the area where the city was to be built. Scrivener was 
advised to select a site ‘for a beautiful city, occupying a commanding position with 
extensive views and embracing distinctive features which will lend themselves to the 
evolution of a design worthy of the object, not only for the present, but for all time’. 
Scrivener inspected several sites around Yass, Gundaroo, Hall, Bungendore, Lake George 
and Canberra. In February 1909, he advised that the Canberra site was ‘the best that can 
be obtained in the Yass-Canberra district, being prominently situated and yet sheltered’.  
The city would lie he said ‘…in an amphitheatre of hills with an outlook towards the 
north and north west, well sheltered from westerly winds’. Westerly winds aside, on 
January 11th 1911, ten years after Federation, the Federal Capital Territory was finally 
proclaimed.

In the same year the Federal Government held an international competition for the design 
of the capital city. King O'Malley, the Minister for Home Affairs, a rather pugnacious and 
controversial man, was the overseer of the design competition. He selected the judges and 
reserved the right to award the prizes. The Royal Institute of British Architects was 
displeased with these conditions and instructed their members and affiliated bodies in the 
British Empire, including Australia, not to participate. In spite of this 137 entries were 
received. The competition was won by Walter Burley Griffin, with the plans beautifully 
illustrated by his wife, Marion Mahoney Griffin. 

The Griffin plan, however, had a very rocky road during its implementation. One biting 
comment aimed at Griffin was that he had little theoretical knowledge on town planning 




