ADFAS in the Community

WICKHAM NSW

Name: (1) Wickham School of Arts (1881-1916)
(2) Railway and Tramway Institute Wickham (1917-1929)
Address: 80 Honeysuckle Drive / 22A Hannell Street, Wickham NSW 2293

The Place
The Newcastle metropolitan area is the second oldest city and the second most populated
area in New South Wales (population over 160,000). It is the major city in the Hunter Region
(population 645,000). Situated on the southern bank of the Hunter River mouth, it holds the
largest coal exporting harbour in the world. It is 162 kilometres north-northeast of Sydney by
road.
In 1804 three ships brought convicts and a military guard to form the settlement named Coal
River, then Kingstown and finally Newcastle after Newcastle-on-Tyne in England. The area
still carries the familiar names from that city, such as Jesmond, Hexham, Wickham, Wallsend
and Gateshead. It remained a penal settlement until 1823.
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Newcastle in 2018, seen from across the harbour
Since then it has developed into a large city, initially beginning as a series of independent
coal mining villages, and then filling in the gaps between villages. (The City of Newcastle
Heritage Strategy 2013-2017). It became an important commercial and industrial centre, with a
steelworks and other industries, wool stores, a thriving harbour loading ships from around the
world with many different cargoes, and then later with a university, large hospital and
medical research facility, and a Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) base. The steelworks
and wool stores are now closed. Since 1999, Newcastle has redeveloped itself and diversified
its focus to health care, education and services; the Hunter’s main employers are now the
Hunter New England Area Health Service, the University and other educational institutions,
coal mines and the RAAF.
The city’s beautiful location, cultural and sporting activities, and numbers of striking
buildings attract the interest of many tourists. Barry Maitland and David Stafford wrote in
their book Architecture Newcastle “The buildings of Newcastle, like its people, are
sometimes representative Australian types of their period, and sometimes eccentric and
unique, reflecting the special circumstances of their time and place.”
(Maitland B and Stafford D: Architecture Newcastle. Newcastle, RAIA [Royal Australian Institute of
Architects] (Newcastle Division), 1997).

Newcastle and its suburbs have several Schools of Arts and Mechanics Institutes in various
conditions and often now with differing types of usage, notably in the city itself, in Hamilton,
Tighes Hill, Waratah, Wallsend and Lambton. Others, such as Merewether, Smedmore,
Carrington and New Lambton are no longer standing.
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Wickham is an inner suburb of Newcastle, just 2.5 km from the city. Early records spelt it as
Whickham after the large town near Newcastle-on-Tyne. It was formerly identified as a
‘Private Town’ but was proclaimed a Municipality on 27 February 1871, with James Hannell
the first Mayor. It was served by a railway station at Honeysuckle Point in 1857, then by the
official Wickham Railway Station erected in 1936. The municipality originally included the
suburbs of Maryville, Tighes Hill, Smedmore, Linwood, The Marshes, Port Waratah,
Islington and Georgeville.
The suburb grew quickly because of its proximity to the city, harbour, fresh water, flat fertile
land, and transport. The development was varied with housing, businesses such as
slaughterhouses, a soap and candle factory, coal mines, a tannery, copper smelting, and
railway servicing, as well as other mixed industries. It was a working class area. Now,
however, the suburb is undergoing enormous development.
In recent years, it has become more fashionable, with new apartments replacing old houses
and industries, the popularity relating to the suburb’s proximity to the city and the extensive
Honeysuckle development which will include modern transport facilities and links between
the area, the city proper and other suburbs.
For many years now, the School of Arts building, with a former Mullens Cordials office and
residence built in 1941 on one side of it, and an old house on the other, have stood in solitary
non-splendour, fenced in a large, mown grass area. As Honeysuckle Drive curves in front of
these buildings, they are very prominent, which serves only to emphasize their air of neglect
and resultant deterioration. Now, they are in the midst of construction facilities and sheds.

The area around the former Wickham School of Arts, now a construction site. The building is indicated.
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Establishing the School of Arts
In 1880 a public meeting was advertised in the Newcastle Herald & Miners’ Advocate
(NMH) inviting interested persons to attend a meeting in the Council Chambers on Friday 13
August. The purpose of the meeting was to establish a School of Arts at Wickham.

In a short article commenting on the forthcoming meeting, the newspaper noted
….we must express surprise that a place of the importance of Wickham should have
allowed the years to roll on without moving in this direction earlier; a fact that can
only be accounted for by the proximity of the borough to the city, or the apathy or
want of energy of the inhabitants…..the rule being to let two or three do the work, one
or two get the credit, and a few scores left to grumble…..we hope there will be none of
this, but that all will do their best for such a creditable movement. (NMH Monday 9 Aug
1880 p.2)

The newspaper also reported on the results of the Friday gathering:
The mayor of Wickham, FR Nield, presided at the well-attended meeting and it was agreed
unanimously that a School of Arts should be established with a committee formed to work
towards that goal.
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It was also agreed that the Government be approached to make available a block of land in
Railway Street but further discussion revealed that this land was rather swampy in nature. It
was proposed instead to approach Mr AA Dangar, a wealthy landholder known for his
liberality, to request that he make available a suitable site and this proposal was agreed by a
large majority.
At a further public meeting in December, the Committee reported on the gift of a site of land
by Mr Dangar and the meeting recorded a unanimous expression of thanks for this
’munificent donation’. The land was a section in the main street, facing Mr Henderson’s
steam saw mills and adjoining Mr Truscott’s residence, having a frontage of some 40 feet and
about 60 feet in depth. It was regarded as a valuable section of land. As well, there had also
been promises of other sources of revenue and of books for the library of the institution.

▲ Site for the proposed School of Arts at Wickham
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Other business of this meeting was to appoint a committee to manage the affairs of the
institution:
President: Mr Albert Augustus Dangar
Vice-Presidents: Messrs FR Nield and Thomas Cox
Hon Treasurer: Mr TW Hogue
Hon Secretary: Mr T Pritchard
Committee: Messrs ML Saunders, A Gross, A Frewin, Jas. Boyd. John Boyd, William Boyd,
John Bond, James Dawson, FW Reay, T Cox, John Henderson, and Wm Lindus.
Trustees: Messrs Gross, Frewin and Cox.
February of the following year, 1881, saw another important meeting called to frame the rules
of the institution. It was also decided to arrange ‘a series of entertainments’ to augment the
funds of the School of Arts. It was announced that Mr AA Dangar would give a cheque for
£800 and that Mr RW Thompson, solicitor, would make a handsome donation to the funds of
the institution.

The Building
By April 1881, the Newcastle Morning Herald was
reporting on having inspected the plans for the
building of the School of Arts, produced by architect
Mr Peter Bennett, a Wickham resident. It stated that
the plans reflected the highest credit on the designer
and that if the building is erected in accordance with
the plans it will be an ornament as well as a most
useful institution for the township. The building was
to include first class accommodation for
entertainments and a comfortable set of chambers
for the members. The report summarised the plans:
The basement will consist of a spacious hall,
88 feet x 50, with a fine stage 15 feet deep,
fitted with all requisite gear and retiring
rooms. The upper story will consist of
reading rooms, secretary’s room, and
entrance porch, and is convenient and well
laid out; whilst ventilation, that much
neglected item in our public buildings, has
been amply provided for.
While it was expected that tenders for the erection of
the building would be let ‘within a few months’ it
was not until a year later that tenders were called by
advertisement in April 1882.
▲ NMH Saturday 23 April 1881 p.8
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Despite plans being drawn up for a building of two storeys, there was continuing
consideration for this to be reduced initially to a single storey building to cost £1000, with the
second storey to be added later as funds allowed.
The Committee was urged however, to provide immediately for all possible requirements by
opting for a building of two storeys, estimated to cost £1600, with a Government endowment
being added to existing funds. Several influential gentlemen favoured this option and
promised to give their security for the necessary additional amount.
The foundation stone was laid on 23 June 1882 and celebrated as a grand affair. The Mayor,
Mr AW Frewin, was presented with a silver trowel and an engraved mallet, the band played,
the stone was lowered, gauged, tapped three times, and was declared well and truly laid. A
sum of nearly £70 was collected on the stone.
A copy of a document was placed under the stone, recording the names of all officials of the
Council and the School of Arts. Copies of the Sydney Morning Herald, Newcastle Morning
Herald and Newcastle Despatch were enclosed, together with a few current coins of the
realm.
Among the many dignitaries who spoke on this occasion was Mr James Fletcher MLA who
exhorted those present to make the best use of the institution for education, not just
entertainment. He proposed that ladies should be included in order that they too should profit
from the benefits it would provide. All should be able to develop the latent talents with which
they had been endowed. He recommended that the library should be good and well-selected,
not just a huge collection of ‘cheap and nasty novels’. He advocated that the Government
would soon need to recognise and support these institutions, including by providing paid
lecturers ‘to enlighten the public on matters little known of’. Wickham could be a great
success if the populace put their shoulders to the wheel. He added that Ladies’ help was
indispensable and in such matters he would far prefer the services of two good working
ladies than five or six talking men.
It seems that the building work proceeded systematically, with regular advertisements in the
newspapers over the months following, calling for tenders for particular specialist contracts
such as brickwork, painting, woodwork, windows and plastering.
Opening
The building was opened formally on Thursday 14 December 1882. The opening and the
associated celebrations, which included the opening ceremony itself on Thursday afternoon
together with a Concert that evening, and a Plain and Fancy Dress Ball on the evening of
Monday 18 December, were comprehensively reported by the Newcastle Morning Herald.
The day of the opening was beautifully fine, flags were flying in all directions, and the Great
Northern Band played throughout the afternoon. The many speakers praised the building and
expounded on the benefits that a School of Arts would deliver to the people of Wickham.
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The building was declared officially open by the Chairman of the gathering, the Mayor Mr
AW Frewin. The one discordant note in all the celebrations was the financial statement
presented by the Secretary. This showed a significant debt still owing.
The concert to be held the same evening was predicted to be one of the best entertainments of
the kind presented to a Newcastle audience. The event was pronounced ‘a brilliant success’
and raised £40 for the building fund. The Plain and Fancy Dress Ball was ‘in every sense a
highly successful and sociable event’ with about one hundred couples enjoying excellent
music and a sumptuous supper…. everything that taste or fancy could provide was placed on
the tables in the most tempting manner.

This drawing shows the building for the Wickham School of Arts at an early date [1887?]
The columns of the entrance porch, supporting the balcony above it, are obscured in part by a billboard.

In 1887 Mr AA Dangar made a further gift of a large block of land at the rear of the building.
Subsequently, the entire block was fenced at a cost of £32 2s. 6d.
Copied from Draft Conservation Management Plan Newcastle City Council. (1999)
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A description of the building was part of the comprehensive account of the opening published
in the Newcastle Morning Herald (NMH) 15 December 1882.
The ground floor is a large hall 34 feet wide, 75 feet in length and 16 feet 4 inches in
height. Of this, 15 feet of the length is for stage purposes. This contains two dressing
rooms and appliances such as scenery, wings and drops, footlights and floats, and is
brilliantly lighted with gas. The proscenium has been designed and completed under
the supervision of Mr SP Hitchcock, reflecting his taste and skill. At the sides are
excellent representations of the goddesses of Spring and Autumn. The Royal Arms of
England occupy the post of honour at the centre of the proscenium, other portions of
which are handsomely decorated. The hall is illuminated by gas from a supply
independent of that for the stage. The hall seats 500 persons.
The upper storey contains five apartments: the west facing room (34 x 18 x 12 feet
6 inches) is to be used as a Lodge room or for similar purposes. The next room (30
x 18 feet) will be used as a class room or committee room. The reading room (30 x
26 feet) adjoins the committee room and is well lighted and ventilated.
Adjoining the lodge room are the library, secretary’s office, and store room,
completing the apartments.
The front of the building is of the composite order, having nine circular windows,
the pediment containing a large spherical window surrounded with beautiful
scrollwork, flanked by handsome Etruscan vases.
Front of the building: the entrance porch and pillars
supporting the balcony above, are now missing.

▼

▼Detail: Etruscan vase
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The façade is also ornamented by
twelve Corinthian pilasters, and
from the third floor, facing the
library, a massive square balcony
projects, supported by four iron
Corinthian columns which add
grace and dignity to the building.
►Detail: Corinthian pilasters

The anticipated cost, including furniture and fittings was almost £2500. At the opening, the
Secretary reported that £1000, including a government endowment of £410, had been raised
and expended. The efforts of James Fletcher Esq MLA had achieved the sum of £500 for the
building fund being placed in the current estimates for Parliamentary expenditure, together
with £200 for the library.
The Annual Report in 1887 noted the gift by AA Dangar Esq in the previous year (1886) of a
large block of land at the rear of the building. The block was valued at £100 and added to the
original gift from Mr Dangar of the land for the building. It was proposed that the whole of the
property be enclosed by fencing and the tender by Mr Ernest Dodds for a sum of £32 2s. 6d.
was accepted.
Further development:
By 1890, there was a proposal to provide a separate room in the building for the use of
ladies. As well, a new drop scene was produced by Mr FW Tyler, depicting the entrance to
the Bosphorus from the Sea of Marmora together with a view of Constantinople. This was
much acclaimed as a great addition to the presentation of the building.
A special meeting of the Committee was called for Friday 24 July 1891 to examine proposed
plans for enlargement of the building. The plans were drawn up by noted Newcastle
architects Bennett and Yeomans. They included an extension of the length of the Hall by 18
feet to provide a stage 20 x 37 feet, with two ample rooms at the rear to be used as dressing
rooms or class rooms, and the space under these rooms providing for a kitchen and lumber
room. Upstairs, there would be a new Lodge room and clasrooms, approached by an outside
staircase, which would provide more privacy to the two reading rooms and also more
classrooms.
The proposal was presented to a special meeting of subscribers on 28 September, which
attracted a fairly large attendance. The meeting was told that the estimated cost of the
enlarged premises was £700 - £800. The existing debt on the building was £600. The vote to
carry out this work was carried unanimously. But at the Annual General Meeting in March
1892, it was reported that the proposed extensions would not proceed.
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As the depression of the 1890s took firmer hold, a Special General Meeting of subscribers in
May 1894 agreed to mortgage the land for £700 to pay off their bank overdraft, thus making a
saving in the interest to be paid. In 1896, at a cost of £38, the building was renovated inside
and out, making it both more attractive and in better order than it had been for some time.
The report referred to the necessity to provide a games room for the convenience and
enjoyment of the members.
A proposal for alterations was made again early in 1897, these to cost £160 if they were in
timber, or £400 in brick. It was suggested that individuals might consider donating bricks to
reduce the cost of materials. Cost of the alterations was to include withdrawing rooms from
the stage, with a large gymnasium at the rear to be used as a supper room as necessary. The
upper floor was to include a Lodge room and reading room with the current reading room
converted to a games room. Again, it seems that these ambitious plans failed to materialise
because of lack of funds.
Further improvements to facilities in 1901 included the installation of incandescent lights in
the reading room. As well, a private entrance was proposed for the north side of the building
to eliminate crowding in the doorway of the entrance hall. This was created and renovations
carried out. With many members making gifts of materials, the total cost was covered,
including purchase of a new piano for £30.
‘Vigilance Hall’
July 1903 at last saw the opening of an addition to the School of Arts, designated ‘Vigilance
Hall’. This addition was financed in part by money collected over 16-17 years by a
committee of citizens of Wickham concerned to protect the ratepayers from the consequences
of any under-mining of their properties in Wickham. The money had been held in trust but
was finally handed over to the School of Arts to provide the nucleus of funding for the
addition.

This recent aerial
view of the
Wickham School
of Arts building
(centre, arrow)
shows clearly the
addition: probably
Vigilance Hall.
Google Maps
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The plans and specifications were drawn up by Mr FW Ash, who supervised the work carried
out by Mr J Myers. The addition, a hall of 40 x 38 feet at the rear of the School of Arts, was
built at a total cost of £150. Thanks to the donation of £40 from the Vigilance Committee, the
generosity of members in providing materials, and of Mr Ash, who provided his professional
services free of charge, this addition was erected free of debt.

Social History
From the outset, fundraising was a focus for the supporters of the Wickham School of Arts.
The early decision to erect a building, together with the need to provide appropriate facilities,
assured that having the means to finance all this was a priority, even with the significant
philanthropy of prominent citizens: AA Dangar Esq gave the land and a generous cash
donation and others also contributed generously with the aim of ensuring the institution was
established with a good financial basis.
There were some notable fundraising efforts during this early period of the institution. In
November 1881, as a result of the efforts of a committee of ladies, a Bazaar was held,
continuing over several afternoons and evenings. Promoted in a report in the Newcastle
Morning Herald as offering entertainment to include ‘songs superlatively supermundane and
music meltingly mellifluous’, contributions were received from many in the district ….the
leading jewellers, drapers, merchants, hotel keepers and business people….have provided a
heterogeneous collection of goods…….Visitors attending will find they have seldom been
offered a better opportunity of spending a few shillings to advantage, and at the same time an
enjoyable evening. (NMH 8 Nov 1881) The report also described in some detail the offerings of
some of the stalls and their convenors, providing an insight into what could be considered
desirable decorating items of the period, together with other goods judged tempting enough to
demand that the patrons part with their money for the worthy cause.

Mesdames Boyd, Davidson,
Hannell, Hart, Norman:

Mrs F Nield, Mrs T Hogue, Mrs
Pearson, Miss Hogue:

Mrs Gibb, Mrs Brown, Miss
Reay etc:

Mrs Henderson, Miss Callon,
Miss Claxton:

Orange trees in wool;
fender stool; wool
pictures; cushions; six
walking sticks of thirty
pieces of wood each;
smoking cap and
slippers; draft board;
handsome crewel
patterns by the Misses
Hannell and Misses
Dixon &c.

Several superb oil
paintings; veiled
statuette of a bride;
a bride cake;
very handsome woolwork chair; gold clock;
crewel work; raised
wool work; mantelpiece
drape in crimson and
gold with wall pockets
to match; an arracene
cushion &c.

Very handsome
picture with frame
worked in berries and
leaves by Mrs Reay;
carved deer horns;
possum rugs;
children’s clothing;
bride cake containing
amusing and
mysterious lottery;
seaweed frames by
Mr Lingard &c.

Some splendid papier
mache tables by Mrs
Bryant;
wool cushions;
growing plants including fuschias,
pelargoniums,
geraniums, pansies;
smoking caps;
antimacassar &c.
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The comprehensive reporting concluded:
In the evening the Great Northern Band was in attendance and added greatly to the
hilarity of the occasion, while the extraordinary rapidity with which money changed
hands reflected the greatest possible credit upon the irresistible persuasiveness of the
fair merchants, and upon the almost inexhaustible liberality of the delighted audience.
(Extracts from reports NMH Nov 1881)

Following the opening of the building in June in 1882, in December there were 170
subscribing members. By the first anniversary of the opening, this had reduced to 120. The
library had by then 500 books, ‘largely read’. The reading room offered the latest periodicals
and newspapers, and there were games available. A debating class had begun and the Lodge
room was let to two lodges. The hall and other rooms were increasingly popular for general
hire.
Functions to attract the attention of potential subscribers, as well as to accumulate funds,
became a regular event. With the opening of the building and the availability of the hall as a
venue, entertainments of all kinds were offered by groups which often used the hall.
Together with regular gatherings for subscribers to the School of Arts, concerts and plays,
dances and balls, meetings, and the formation of a Lodge, all made good use of the new
facility. By 1884, £850 was required to clear the debt on the building and it was expected that
this might be paid within twelve months. Meanwhile, individuals made gifts of books to
enhance the library holdings as well as donating sums of money to add to the stock of books.
The Annual Ball to mark the anniversary of the opening of the building was a grand occasion
and was to become a feature of the annual program for quite a time. Commenting on the first
event, it was stated that
The room, extensive and well ventilated as it is, is far preferable for ball purposes to
any hall we have in Newcastle….. All crushed candles can do with splendid boards
was done and the dancers floated on it as if on a sea of glass, so smooth was it.
(NMH 1 Aug 1884)

Lectures were a regular part of the offerings of the institution, including topics such as
- Phonography [using shorthand as a method of recording and reporting]
- Phrenology
- The Air we Breathe
- The chemical history of a candle, illustrated by use of various apparatus
- Whether the privilege of the sufferage [sic] should be extended to the ladies or not
- Professor Rice on ‘Mind-reading’;
- Mr Rose talking about his trip to England and back
- The Home Garden
A series of lectures was later arranged through the Department of Education, which provided
the lecturers, but these proved less popular than expected with only small numbers attending.
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The ‘improving’ nature of the topics perhaps had less general appeal than the committee had
hoped.
Debates, on the other hand, enjoyed significant support, especially in the 1890s, perhaps
because these grew to include contests with other institutions.
Subjects included
- Which will most advance the cause of temperance: prohibition or moral suasion?
- Monarchy vs Republic?
- Federation
- Has the presence of Labor members in the House of Representatives….been
conducive to the welfare of the people?
- Socialism vs Individualism
- Would a national bank be beneficial to the country?
The Wickham representatives recorded a period of success, being undefeated in the local
competition for some time.
Classes were introduced in mechanical drawing, in writing, and in languages (French and
German) and later, in singing. Generally, these tended to be popular for a time, then
languished either for want of patronage or for lack of a suitable teacher, though they were
sometimes revived when there was again an opportunity presented.
The craze for roller skating delivered a request that this be made available: the Committee
agreed and this recreation was offered for up to two nights a week. It is not recorded how
long this persisted - presumably as long as the enthusiasm lasted. Games were popular,
especially draughts and cribbage, with the latter also involving a competition amongst the
related institutions. The numbers of those playing games gave rise to a demand for a games
room, other than space outside the reading room or using the reading room itself. This posed
again the problem of funding, given that the existing debt, expected so confidently to be paid
off quickly, continued to be a cause for concern.
The 1890s was a time of falling numbers: both revenue and membership declined. As the
widespread economic depression took hold, this was increasingly a problem. In 1891, a
meeting was called to discuss a proposal for opening on Sundays to encourage attendance and
membership. There were strong opinions both for and against this proposal: ‘All the speakers
pointed out that the School of Arts was a failure in Wickham’! Membership had really never
achieved the numbers expected - or seemed to be warranted by the offerings of the institution.
The meeting reached no decision and was postponed to a later date. There is no report on
whether this question was resolved.
The Great Exhibition in London in mid-century seems to have generated the idea of
presenting such displays even at a local level. It was decided to hold an exhibition and again,
a bazaar, to raise funds for the building and to attract users and potential members. This was
planned for late in 1892.
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In addition to the usual items available and an art show with attractive and in some cases
valuable paintings, the exhibition was to include ‘industrial’ displays.
As reported on the occasion of the opening
of the event, the exhibits included electrical
machines, which drew considerable
attention; technical work from classes held
in Sydney and Maitland: models of
carpentering, plumbing, carriage-building,
mechanical drawing; and physics apparatus
illustrating the extent of sound vibration and
the analysis of light. As well, there were
examples of cutlery and pens; a model of
the largest gold nugget found in Australia;
and a handsome collection of minerals from
the Technological Museum in Sydney.
The opening on 26 October attracted a great
crowd in the evening, entertained by a
number of tableaux as well as a series of
superb ‘limelight’ views. The Band of the
4th Regiment was in attendance.
(Extracts from report of NMH 26 October 1892).

►Advertising the Exhibition
(NMH October 1892)

The Annual Report in 1895 detailed the use
of the Library: 1645 books were issued of
which 1472 were fiction, biography 28,
history 22, science and art 19, travels 43 and
‘miscellaneous’ 64. Interest in draughts and
cribbage seemed to be bringing new life to
the institution and there was a feeling that
the depression was perhaps lifting. In the
following year, membership increased, the building was renovated inside and out and thus
presented a more attractive appearance, and new books were added to the Library.
This optimistic trend continued: in 1897, the reading room was crowded for the occasion of the
Annual Meeting. It was reported that the library was second to none in the area, with 1434
books classified. There were 3184 loans, including 2857 works of fiction. This latter point was
always a cause for concern to the committee who yearned for more ‘worthy’ works to be read
by the members, a complaint common to all these institutions and echoed in every speech by
local notables. There was also noted an increase in membership by 25, the finances were solid,
and there was a proposal to build additional rooms, including a games room.
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Persuaded perhaps by this positive state of affairs, 1897 also brought the decision to hold
another Bazaar and Exhibition. There were to be competitions in singing and instrumental
playing, in needle and fancy work, cookery, and fine arts which included mapping, drawing,
writing, illuminated writing, leather work and photographs.
The industrial exhibits were on the first floor with displays of a model of entrance stairs with
handrail and scroll, a movable ventilator, a dome roof, and a skeleton hip roof. The Sydney
Soap and Candle Company had an extensive display of many different types of soaps together
with candles of all colours and design. An exhibit showing the manufacture of confectionery
attracted interested crowds. There was a display of Cleveland bicycles along with many other
attractive and clever exhibits.
The progress of the organisation was reported to be ‘good on the whole’. Funds from the recent
exhibition would provide for building additions, especially with assistance from members of
the institution. Nevertheless, there was the feeling that there was a general shortage of money
in the community.
Reporting at the Annual Meeting in 1899, showed there were 97 members enrolled, of whom six
were ladies (!) and three, life members. The meeting proposed and agreed by a large majority,
that eight ladies be made life members in recognition of their service over many years to the
School of Arts. This was certainly a sign of progress.
The new century seemed to bring a new lease of life to the institution. There was much
patriotic fervour as a result of the New South Wales Contingent of soldiers being involved in
the war against the Boers in South Africa. The Wickham Patriotic Ladies League held
functions in the School of Arts to raise money to support the troops and news of the war was
always widely discussed.
Membership increased and amenities were improved as a result of more funds being available.
Incandescent lights were installed in the Reading Room and the number of books circulated in
1901 was recorded as 5150, 90% of which were classified as fiction. The Annual Report of
1902 noted the circumstances of the School of Arts as “exceptionally satisfactory”. A new
piano was acquired. Table tennis had been introduced and proved very popular. Alterations and
additions to the building were welcome enhancements and all the improvements had been
provided without incurring further debt. Members had provided significant support donating
timber, bricks, carting, books, repairs to windows, paints, various newspapers, and gas repairs.
More than double the revenue for the rental of the hall had assisted greatly in achieving this
position. But the £600 debt on the building remained a continuing burden.
There was a close relationship between the School of Arts and the Wickham School, which
used the building for a range of activities including use of the Lecture Hall during 1906 while
the new school was being built. In July 1906 it was reported that the Department of Public
Instruction had vacated the hall, which had been thoroughly renovated and was “in readiness
for the work for which it was originally intended” (HDC document, quoting from NMH 28 July 1906).
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The Union of Institutes covering several other Mechanics’ Institutes in the municipality met
periodically at the Wickham School of Arts around 1900, under the presidency of Mr FW Ash.
(NMH 31 October 1900 p.3)

The building was much in demand for entertainments of all kinds, meetings, choir practices,
and church anniversaries. A bowling table was acquired and provided much interest and
pleasure for members. Art classes were introduced and it was resolved to focus more on
educational pursuits, including making an annual allocation of funds for this purpose.
Regrettably, this happy state of affairs did not continue. After reaching a peak of 233 members,
there began again a steady decline. This was attributed, at least in part, to general economic
depression in the district. It was also mentioned that Wickham always had to contend with
competition from the Newcastle School of Arts, only 2.5 km away. (NMH 31 October 1900, p.3)
Nevertheless, development continued: there was a proposal to acquire a billiard table; lighting
was further improved; a kindergarten was introduced and provided good revenue; and a scheme
to provide scholarships for talented school students was discussed.
The billiard table was installed in 1911 and proved so successful in terms of both popularity
and revenue that a second was acquired by 1912, the income from the two tables almost
covering their total cost by the end of that year. Billiards continued to be a great attraction with
tournaments held and fees continuing to contribute to revenue. But the onset of World War 1
had its inevitable effects. Proposals to make alterations and additions to the building were
rejected on the grounds of cost and it was decided that any major changes would need to wait
until the end of the war.
Rental income declined as there were fewer entertainments with so many young men in the
forces. But there was a need to allocate funding to connect sewerage to the building and plans
were to be prepared.
The Annual Report of July 1916 included some blunt words from the President, Mr RJ Bond.
He stated that ‘they would have to make a canvass to increase membership’. He considered that
if the institution was no better patronised it would be better to close it than run into debt. This
statement was supported by others present and, put to the vote, the resolution was carried.

The Railways and Tramways Institute
By December of that same year, 1916, there was a meeting to discuss taking over the Wickham
School of Arts for use by the Railways and Tramways Institute. It was agreed that the building
would operate as an institute for employees of the railways and tramways. Special terms were
negotiated for residents of Wickham: they would have the privileges of the public library and
the billiard room available to them, and as well they would have access to the commercial
classes where instruction would be given in shorthand, typewriting, bookkeeping, and kindred
subjects. Residents of Wickham were to comprise one-third of the committee of the institution.
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Almost immediately, in January 1917, the institution became known as the Railways and
Tramways* Institute Wickham. It was to be thoroughly renovated to suit the needs of their
employees as well as the general public, and taken over for a term of ten years. It was officially
opened by the chief Commissioner for Railways and Tramways, Mr J Fraser, on Wednesday 16
May 1917. (NMH 17 May 1917 p. 6)
In very many ways, the aims of the new institution reflected those of the School of Arts. There
were to be classes offered for the education and improvement of members, in this case, with a
focus on improving their skills in the workplace, the emphasis being on technical matters
relating to the operation of railways and tramways.
Looking back over the first year of operation of the Institute, it was reported as doing well, with
electric lighting being installed, first in the billiard room but already wired to extend throughout
the building. There was a gymnasium and classes in physical culture were offered, including
for ladies, and for those in delicate health. As well, in addition to the technical classes, sewing
and millinery classes were available for ladies; there was an orchestra and a band formed; and
sporting teams for bowling and cricket, which took part in competitions with other Institutes,
most likely other Railway or Tramway Institutes in ‘railway’ towns but perhaps other similar
institutions as well.
The Annual Meeting in 1920 reflected some concerns. While there was a membership of 507, it
was expected that it should have been at least 1000, given the population of the area and the
number of railway and tramway employees. The band and the orchestra were both established
but there was some difficulty in the players being available for practice, as a result of work
schedules. But by 1924 the review was more positive: the fiction library had 2817 books with
16,844 issues and the library accommodation had been remodelled; new classes had been
established in electricity and magnetism, oxy-welding, boiler-making and arithmetic; the
orchestra had competed in eisteddfods in Newcastle and Taree, winning first prize in both
instances; the floor in the large hall was being renewed; and approval for two tennis courts at
Hamilton Sports Ground had been received, with their completion imminent.
Activities continued and membership reached 788 by 1928. But on presentation of the Annual
Report, there was a motion added, proposed by Mr J Davies:
After consideration of the report, this general meeting considers that the progress of the
Institute is not what it should have been during the past twelve months and attributes
this to the unfavourable position and inadequate facilities of the existing premises.
(NMH 26 March 1928).

The very next day there was a further article reporting that at the suggestion of the District
Superintendent of Railways, Mr RE Evans, it was decided to make representations to the
director of the Railways and Tramways Institute for more central premises. (NMH 27 March 1928)
Subsequently, there was the news that the District Superintendent and staff had moved to
Tyrrell House….The Railway Institute at Wickham would also be housed there. (NMH 14 July
1928)
________________________________________________________________
*The name of the institution is reported variously as Railways and Tramways; or Railway and Tramway
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The lease of the building at Wickham having expired, the Institute was transferred to new
premises of larger dimensions, located in three buildings: teaching activities were in the former
berthing master’s office and another building adjoining it in Bond Street. The Library, and
recreation rooms with two billiard tables and a ping pong table, were located in the basement of
Scottish House. The Library remained dedicated to fiction, since technical books were
available on loan to members of the Institute from the comprehensive technical library of the
Railway Institute located in Sydney. (NMH 7 June 1929)
With the Railway Institute failing to renew its lease, there was a proposal to take over the
School of Arts building and resuscitate the committee to reform that institution. There was also
a possibility that the building would be taken over by a prominent society (unnamed) with local
residents and former members keeping their privileges as they had when the Railway Institute
had taken over. It appears that nothing came of this proposal. (NMH 9 May 1929)
The end in view….
Only eleven residents attended a meeting on 21 September 1933 called by the mayor of
Wickham to deal with the future activities of the School of Arts. There were no surviving
Trustees. The Act required a meeting of members be called but there were no longer any
members. The mayor proposed the election of the necessary three trustees in order that there be
an appropriate conduit to deal with matters relating to the institution. The meeting duly
appointed the Mayor, the Town Clerk and Alderman Clarke as trustees.
The Town Clerk said that in 1916 there had been a mortgage of £600 on the building.
Arrangements were made, however, for the Railway Commissioners to take a 10-year
lease, which included the mortgage, and which had to be paid off in the first twelve
months. After the lease expired, the late Mr Fegan was then the sole Trustee.
The School was in a state of disrepair and in a bad condition generally. In it, there was
a piano, which needed tuning, a few broken chairs, two moth-eaten billiard tables, and
a set of balls. It was decided to postpone further consideration until the Mayor returned
from his interview with the Minister for Education in Sydney. (NMH 21 Sep 1933)
The building meantime continued to be used for entertainments; scouts and cubs met there
pending the erection of their own premises; and sporting groups used it as well. Ultimately, the
hall was closed for public use since it failed to meet appropriate standards. Ironically, when it
was no longer available, there was a series of complaints from a variety of groups deploring the
lack of a public meeting hall in the area.
Perhaps the situation is best recorded in the words of an article from the Newcastle Morning
Herald, which had faithfully reported extensively on events at the Wickham School of Arts
from the time of the first meeting proposing to establish the institution:
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The history of the School of Arts is a story of cultural vision and enthusiasm, then
apathy, and neglect. It was built 56 years ago by a band of public spirited citizens, who
felt the need of a cultural centre in a fast growing municipality. For 40 years the
institution operated, and then it gradually went out of existence due to lack of support.
At one time, it possessed one of the finest libraries in the district. (NMH 7 July 1938)

▲circa 1999
▼circa 2015 ►

Photos taken in more recent
years of the former Wickham
School of Arts show its sad
and dilapidated state.
Despite this, the grand air of
the original building, with its
style
and
ornamentation,
continues to mark the history
of those who strove to provide
such an amenity for the
betterment and enjoyment of
local citizens.
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Notable Personalities
Henry Lawson (1867 – 1922) Writer and Poet
As a young man, Henry Lawson was apprenticed to Hudson’s,
a firm of coach painters in Sydney. He also attended night
school and frequented the School of Arts in a bid to improve his
education.
In 1884, his firm sent him to their workshops in Newcastle,
situated in Wickham. Miserable, and probably bullied both at
work and at the residence where he boarded, Lawson sought
refuge in the new Wickham School of Arts where he found a
welcome escape in reading and writing.

“……… at Wickham, Newcastle, where
I haunted the School of Arts, still with
an idea of learning before it was too
late.”
HENRY
LAWSON

►► Site of the stone (detail above)
that commemorates Henry Lawson’s
involvement with the School of Arts in
Wickham
The stone is set into the paved area
between the flagpoles in the middle
of the photograph.
This is located close by the Wickham
School of Arts.
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Albert Augustus Dangar (1840 - 1913) Pastoralist, philanthropist
AA Dangar Esq was the President of the Committee of the
Wickham School of Arts 1881-1883 and provided generous
support for its establishment, including donating the land for the
building. He was Patron from 1884 to 1906.
Founder and President of the Pastoralists Union, in 1863-1897 he
was general manager of the pastoral holdings of Dangar Brothers.
From his father he inherited property and holdings in Newcastle
and within five miles [8km] thereof valued at £3000 in 1852 but
worth £108,181 in 1906. He was noted for his philanthropy,
supporting many worthy causes.
Photo: UoN Cultural Collections

James Fletcher MLA (1834 - 1891) Politician, coal miner and owner,
newspaper proprietor
James Fletcher was the Member for Newcastle in the NSW
Legislative Assembly 1880 -1891. He served as NSW Minister for
Mines 1886, and Minister for Public Works 1889.
He was an advocate for and a strong supporter of the Wickham
School of Arts.
Fletcher did much to advance the prosperity of Newcastle; and
to improve employment conditions for the miners. From 1876 to
1889, he was proprietor of the Newcastle Morning Herald and
Miners’ Advocate.
Photo: UoN Cultural Collections

Peter Bennett (1848 - 1921) Architect, Local Government Councillor
Peter Bennett, architect for the Wickham School of Arts, came
to live in Newcastle in 1875.
Formerly Clerk of Works for the Newcastle Council, he became
a successful architect, especially during a collaboration with
Ernest Yeomans, whom he took as a partner in 1884.
He became an Alderman of Wickham Council and was elected
Mayor in 1887, an office he held for several years.
Bennett also designed the Lambton Mechanics’ Institute. and
the School of Arts, Carrington.
Photo: Private Collection. Reproduced with permission
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Uses for the building
From the time of its opening, the Wickham School of Arts was well used, and used well. The
activities of the School of Arts governed the planning of the accommodation, which was used
accordingly.
In particular, the Library and Reading Room were always popular and the collection of books
grew to be one of the best in the district. There were additions almost every year to the library
stocks, using not only the government subsidy allocated for this purpose but usually some
additional funds as well. Papers and periodicals were in plentiful supply in the Reading Room
and members took full advantage of this. During World War One, the Committee made a
conscious decision to focus on the provision of as many as possible of newspapers and similar
commentary, in order that the members might be fully informed on the progress of the war.
There was always provision for games, according to what was most in favour at a particular
time: draughts and cribbage, billiards and table tennis, all had their times. Even roller skating
was provided for, when it became the craze.
‘Socials’ and other fund raising events helped support the institution as well as provide the
desirable interaction between members. ‘The ladies’ were always the supporters of these
functions in every respect, planning as well as providing all the necessary input, including the
delicious fare and delightful decorations that characterised these occasions.
As well as providing for the activities of the institution, the building was much in demand for
community purposes. Lodges were tenants for as long as the building was available. The
‘large hall’ as it became known, was a favoured venue for balls and dances and concerts of all
kinds, as well as the entertainments generally enjoyed throughout its existence. Wickham
Public School used the hall for major events such as speech days and prize-giving, and
especially for concerts to raise funds to be used by the school, and even occasionally, in
support of the School of Arts itself. In the later years, a kindergarten was successfully
established. As for the other ‘commercial’ users of the building, income from the rentals for
all these functions was a most welcome addition to the revenue for the institution struggling,
as it did constantly, with financial pressures. In February 1917, the hall hosted medal
presentations to soldiers on departure to the front, bars presentations to returned soldiers, and
to families of soldiers who had died. (Northern Times - Newcastle, NSW, 19 February 1917)
The takeover of the School of Arts by the Railways and Tramways Institute changed some of
the focus but essentially only in terms of the detail. Classes for instruction in technical matters
relating to their employment replaced the more broadly educational classes provided by the
School of Arts. The Library concentrated on fiction, with technical texts provided from the
Institute’s comprehensive technical library centralised in Sydney. Outdoor sports mostly
replaced the indoor games and with their greater resources and wider membership, an orchestra
and a band were formed, performing often for the enjoyment of the citizens, as well as for their
own satisfaction.
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A new direction
The radical change came in 1938. After several years of disuse, the building was converted to a
hostel for men, run by the Central Methodist Mission. The building had been condemned, since
it needed to be upgraded if it was to comply with the Public Halls Act. The Council was
unwilling to expend the necessary funds to do this and the building had been closed down.
Now, the building was to be repainted and renovated; bathrooms and washing facilities,
together with lavatory accommodation, were to be installed; and the supper room at the rear of
the hall was to be converted into a dining room and kitchen. It was expected to provide better
and more extensive accommodation than the hostel in the city.
But in August 1949 there was a proposal from the Council to move the Newcastle Free Library
to the old Wickham School of Arts. The Central Methodist Mission expressed serious concern
because of the accommodation the building provided to needy men. At the next meeting in
September, a ‘three-point changeover’ was offered as a solution: the Library would be
accommodated at the Wintergarden; the latter would be vacated by the Police Boys’ Club
which would move to Wickham; and the Central Methodist Mission would move to the old
Newcastle West Police Station. Finally In November 1950, the Wickham School of Arts was
sold to the Police Boys’ Club for the sum of £1500.
Rear view of the buildings
comprising the Wickham
School of Arts, including
later additions.
The single storey section
is probably Vigilance Hall.
(see pp.11-12)
The structure of corrugated
iron (at right) is no longer in
place.
There was no information
found to indicate either its
date or its purpose.
Photo: Newcastle City Council Draft Conservation Management Plan (1999)

Tenders were called for alterations to make the building suitable for use by the Police Boys’
Club. These were to include proper shower and change rooms, a kitchenette, games room,
and gymnasium. The upstairs section was to house a boxing and wrestling room and
administrative offices. The cost of the alterations was expected to reach £12,000 (NMH 24 Aug
1951) and actually cost £12,300. (NMH 19 Aug 1952) On the first day, 19 August 1952, 50-70
boys started their activities. The Police Boys’ Club used the premises until 1970.
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From 1970 to 1999, Lester’s School of Yoga and Physical Culture made its home in the
Wickham building, as did the Lesters themselves. Several women remember being taught yoga
there, even as early as the 1960s, by Mrs Lester who sold the leotards used and provided
mattresses. A night class lasted around an hour and there were approximately 15 women there,
exercising in a reasonably sized room, possibly painted yellow. (Private emails, 2016)
In 1999, Newcastle City Council purchased the building from Mrs Lester at auction so that
redevelopment and some road closures could take place, and the site could be developed for
future community use. However, any proposed uses have not eventuated, and the building
has been left to stagnate. It was claimed (Ian Kirkwood, NH 18 February 2014) that the building had
also been damaged in the 1989 earthquake.
In 1999, Newcastle City Council’s Asset Management Section prepared a Draft Conservation
Management Plan, The authors stated that “The Former Wickham School of Arts has both
social and historical significance” (NCC Draft Conservation Management Plan, 3 December 1999). They
assessed the building’s significance in the light of the criteria published by ICOMOS Australia
(International Council on Monuments and Sites) namely historical, aesthetic, social and scientific
significance, and as a heritage item. The conservation strategy recommended was to restore the
external and internal fabric to structural stability and the original aesthetic condition.
Wendy Swan wrote a classification for the property which was used in the Draft Conservation
Management Plan prepared by Newcastle City Council in 1999. She contributed:
The Former Wickham School of Arts has aesthetic appeal, being a strong and
imposing element in the street scape and is in the immediate vicinity of the former
Wickham Infants School and the former Wickham Public School, now restored at
great cost.
The Public School is currently owned by Samaritans and has been converted to student
accommodation, while the Infants School is used as the Awabakal Community Centre.
Ms Swan also added the information that the former Wickham Infants School, former
Wickham Public School and the former Wickham School of Arts are part of a National Trust
classified group.
None of the proposed conservation plans materialised for the former School of Arts. In 2008
the Hunter Development Corporation (HDC) purchased the land and the building together
with the two buildings on either side of it. The HDC controls and oversees various sites in the
Hunter, including the Cottage Creek precinct beside which the former Wickham School of
Arts stands. Their sites are open to offers for development.
Because of the condition of the building, the HDC decided to secure it and “monitor the
situation pending a decision on the future development of this site” (Scott Anson, Senior
Development Manager, Planning, HDC, email 31 August 2016). Water damage, vandalism, neglect, and
faults from past construction techniques have contributed to the deterioration of all aspects of
the building. The windows are boarded up and there is no access permitted.
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Keith Parsons of the National Trust challenged this position in 2014 (NH 18 February 2014, p.7),
claiming that other heritage buildings in the area have been adapted for re-use, and why not
this one? However, the HDC has asserted that should a future development application be
made, all factors, including heritage, will be considered and the proper process will be
followed.
On October 13 2016, the Member for Newcastle in the NSW State Parliament, Tim
Crakanthorp, asked the Minister for Planning about arrangements and plans for the Wickham
School of Arts. The questions and answers are recorded as follows:

4269 - FORMER WICKHAM SCHOOL OF ARTS
Crakanthorp, Tim to the Minister for Planning
1.
2.
3.
4.

Is the former Wickham School of Arts building listed on Hunter Development Corporation's Section 170
(NSW Heritage Act) Register?
What maintenance and security arrangements are in place for this building?
Does the Government have any plans for future adaptive reuse of this site?
Does the Government have any plans to demolish the building?

Answer 1.
2.

3.

4.
5.

Yes.
HDC engages the services of a site supervisor, landscaping contractors and security services to provide
security and maintenance functions across the Honeysuckle urban renewal project area, including the site
on which the former Wickham School of Arts building is located.
The building is contained within a larger site which is part of the Honeysuckle urban renewal project and
as such it has been earmarked for future redevelopment. Adaptive re-use options for the building can be
considered in detail as these future development proposals are considered.
There are no plans to demolish the building.
Question asked on 13 October 2016 (session 56-1) and printed in Questions & Answers Paper No. 93
Answer received on 17 November 2016 and printed in Questions & Answers Paper No. 102

Currently (2018)
In December 2014, the rail line and stations between Hamilton and Newcastle were closed,
including Wickham. The Newcastle Transport Interchange has now been constructed on the
railway lines between Stewart Avenue and Hamilton, over the road from where the former
School of Arts still stands.
A light rail system is under construction from the Transport Interchange and on through the
city. Light rail stabling and maintenance facilities are being built on the land adjacent to the
former School of Arts building which is now standing in the midst of the construction site.
The frame of the large new stabling shed highlights the isolation and incongruity of the old
buildings that remain.
A recent article (Newcastle Weekly 10 May 2018 p.6) reported that “Newcastle Council resolved to
establish a Newcastle Heritage Working Party to update a heritage strategy and identify areas
for possible inclusion as heritage conservation areas”. It is hoped that the former Wickham
School of Arts will be considered positively in any such study.
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The former Wickham School of Arts 2018 – in the midst of a construction site.
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