
The Molonglo internment Camp

Alan Foskett

One of the more memorable and little known episodes in Canberra’s history is the 
construction and operation of the Molonglo Internment Camp.  The camp built in the 
early months of 1918 was occupied from May 1918 to the end of 1919.  It is almost 90 
years to the day that the camp began to operate.  

THE PROJECT IS CONTRIVED IN SECRECY

The project began in great secrecy when  in February 1918 the British Government 
asked if Australia could provide (at its expense) an internment camp, within 3 months 
for about 3,500 German and Austrian nationals being expelled from China which had 
declared war on Germany and Austria on 4 August 1917.  The Chief Architect at the 
time, John S. Murdoch, decided that given the urgency of the British request the most 
appropriate site for such a camp would be in one of the vast areas of unused land of
the Federal Capital Territory. 

The Molonglo Internment Camp 1918.  Administrative buildings in

foreground, barrack buildings in background.

A SITE SELECTED

A site of some 250 acres was quickly selected on the eastern side of the Canberra 
freight railway line, four miles west of the Queanbeyan Post Office and close to the 
Molonglo River.  This site is now in the centre of the Fyshwick commercial area.  



The task facing the Department of Defence charged with managing the project  was 
to convert an un-serviced site, over a period of three months, into a virtual township to 
accommodate some 560 families and single persons, along with military personnel.  

THE MOLONGLO MYSTERY

The project, required a high level of security and secrecy.  But maintaining such a level 
was a  difficult task when all that was about to happen was to take place on an open
site only four miles from Queanbeyan with 1,200 workers who were accommodated on
site in a camp of 250 tents.   Queanbeyan dubbed it ‘The Molonglo Mystery’.

A BUILDING ACHIEVEMENT WITHOUT PARALLEL

The project commenced on 19 February ,1918, and was  completed by the end of 
April.  This incredible achievement was made possible by a team effort comprising  
senior officers and staff of the Commonwealth Works and Railways Department, the 
designer J.S. Murdoch; the four contractors, Ellis Bros., Saxon and Binns, George Hudson 
Pty Ltd and the NSW State Timber Yards, and the workforce employed by the 
Department and its contractors.  The Queanbeyan Age described the outcome ‘as a 
performance without parallel in Australia’s building history.’

The Internment Camp covering some 80 acres of undulating land with the 
administration buildings and military barracks on the hill (roughly along Fyshwick’s 
Molonglo Mall), consisted of 40 tenement blocks (wooden huts with malthoid roofing 
each 140 feet long with each providing 14 family units), 40 latrine and ablution blocks, 
10 stores and 30 military buildings.  The latter included a lookout tower, guard houses, 
barracks, stable and a commandant’s residence.  The camp’s permanent water supply 
was provided through a reservoir on the slope of Radio Hill with the water piped from 
the Cotter River via Red Hill.  The concrete walls of the reservoir remain on site, the only 
evidence today of the camp and the later Molonglo Settlement.

AN UNEXPECTED OUTCOME

In a remarkable turn of events the 3,500 German and Austrian nationals interned in 
China did not, as a result of diplomatic intervention, come to the Molonglo Camp.

What to do?  Everything in readiness and no guests!  At the time there were four other 
internment camps in New South Wales, at Trial bay near Kempsey, Holsworthy (near 
Liverpool in Sydney), the Berrima Gaol and at Bourke in north western New South Wales.  

The Bourke Camp had come under intense criticism due to  harsh and primitive 
conditions  and the declining health of some of the internees.  It was decided therefore 
to close it and move some 150 German and Austrian nationals, in family groups to 
Molonglo.  This happened towards the end of May 1918.  Not long after they were 
joined by family groups from Berrima, some of whom had  maritime backgrounds.  The 



Molonglo camp group then consisted of 58 men, 65 women and 76 children.  As you 
might expect they rattled around in a small part of the camp originally built for 3,500
internees.  The internees were a group of intelligent, resourceful and friendly people 
who ran their own school, provided their own library and were able to develop art, 
drama and musical pursuits at the camp.

THE CAMP

Although the media and the public at large had dubbed Molonglo as ‘a concentration 
camp’ this was not a fair description of the community that was thrown together there.  
Although family life may have been difficult and the environment harsh on this 
exposed, windswept site, the military unit under the command of Brigadier General 
Reginald Spencer Browne, did all they could to make life tolerable for the internees.

The principal grievance for many of the families was why they had been interned in the 
first place as several of them were Australians, had direct Australian connections, or 
were naturalized British subjects.

INTERNEE FAMILIES

Most of the Molonglo internees had been rounded up in British colonies such as Fiji, 
Nauru, New Guinea, Singapore, Ceylon and Hong Kong and sent to Australia.  They 
had been planters, merchants, mariners and missionaries.

In the case of two families, the Kienzles and the Schoeffels, the wives were Australian 
born while the husbands were naturalized British subjects.  Albert Kienzle was a ten year 
old lad while at Molonglo.  Some twenty five years later, while a planter in New Guinea, 
he contributed greatly to the cause of Australian soldiers on the Kokoda Track and to 
the organisation of the ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy Angels’.  His son, ‘Soc’, now lives on Queensland’s 
Gold Coast and contributed to the Molonglo Mystery book of 2006.

In his comment on the Molonglo Camp, historian Jim Gibbney recorded that:

The Molonglo camp became an accepted part of the local scene.  The Spencer 
Brownes, a cultivated and extremely sociable couple who had been prominent 
in the musical life of Brisbane before the war, attended many functions.  Sporting 
teams, drawn from the camp administration and the guard force, participated 
in local competitions, while Queanbeyan youths occasionally played tennis on 
the camp courts.

In May 1919, a rumour that the internees were to be repatriated to Europe about 
the end of the month proved to be true, and businessman S.L. Roberts was able 
to buy up a job lot of assorted personal effects being shed by the camp families 
in the face of an uncertain future.  Later in the month he auctioned, to the 




