
Dr Robert Freestone, Professor of City Planning at the 
University of New South Wales formally launched Dr Leslie 
Muir’s magnificent book, Shady Acres: Politicians, Developers 
and Sydney’s Public Transport Scandals 1872–1895 at the Royal 
Australian Historical Society’s History House on 21 April 
2017.

Dr Leslie Muir, Vice President 
of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society, was fascinated by the ori-
gins of Sydney’s tram and railway 
networks, particularly how the 
decisions were made about where 
the lines went, who were the deci-
sion-makers and for whose benefit 
were they constructed. In particu-
lar, she explored who made profits 
in response to these decisions.

In her introduction to the book, 
published after Dr Muir’s death 
on 19 May 2012, Elizabeth Farrelly 
links the author’s exploration of 
corruption in Sydney in the late 
19th Century with the more recent 
corruption scandals explored by 
the Independent Commission 
Against Corruption (ICAC). She is 
deeply concerned at this continu-
ing saga, but buoyed by the fact 
that historians such as Muir have: 
‘illuminated these dark byways and 
back alleys of our political coming of age.’

Muir presents her case in nine chapters that explore the 
individuals (all male) who sought to influence Sydney’s 
railway and tramway systems to the benefit of their personal 
real estate interests. It was an era dominated by three men, 
Sir Hercules Robinson (Governor of NSW from 1872–1879), 
Sir John Robertson, (Premier 1881–1882, February 1875–
1877 and Acting Premier December 1881–August 1882) and 
Sir Henry Parkes who served five terms as Premier during the 
period under review.

A broad range of well-to-do landlords, real estate agents 
and local government mayors feature in the narrative, 
primarily in terms of their efforts to have railway platforms 
established to serve their particular estates and also for 
their behind the scenes manouvering to have the routes 
for new railway and tramway lines directed through their 
estates. John Young, the wealthy builder of large construc-

tion projects in Sydney, George Wagram Allen who held 
extensive land in Glebe and near Parramatta, Thomas Holt 
with extensive land holdings on the proposed route of the 
Illawarra Railway and Andrew Hardie McCulloch junior 
(1884–1908) a younger land dealer, were among the early 

wheelers and dealers covered by in 
the narrative. 

Chapter 4 is devoted to the rise 
and fall of James Squire Farnell 
(1825–1888) who became Premier 
in 1877.  This little-known politcian 
is regarded favourably by the 
author, but his administration 
was undermined by Henry Parkes 
who in mid-December 1878, again 
formed an administration with  Sir 
John Robertson who, now in the 
Legislative Council, became its Vice 
President. The hopes for progres-
sive reform under the first native-
born Premier (Farnell) were dashed 
with a return of the ‘old guard’. 

Nevertheless, the new admin-
istration quickly tackled com-
pletion of the infrastructure for 
Sydney’s International Exhibition, 
which opened in September 1879. 
The tasks included the rapid con-
struction of the grand exhibition 
building  in the Inner Domain 

and the construction of a tram line to carry passengers from 
Redfern Station to the Exhibition site. The latter would be 
operated by Sydney’s first Baldwin-built steam tram motors, 
each hauling two double-deck trailer cars. Demands for new 
tram lines to numerous locations resulted in the Minister 
for Public Works John Lackey introducing the Tramways 
Extension Bill on 28 February 1880, which had provision for 
the construction of 11 tram lines. The first steam tram line 
from the City to Randwick opened in time for the Spring 
Race Meetings in September 1880.

There was also pressure for new railway lines, notably one 
from Homebush to Waratah in Newcastle, but its proposed 
route was at variance with that proposed by the Engineer-in-
Chief John Whitton. 

Henry Parkes, claiming the be ‘worn out’ from his politi-
cal exertions, sailed from Sydney with his daughter on an 
extended holiday to the United States, Canada and Great 
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Britain in December 1881, leaving Sir John Robertson, now 
back in the Legislative Assembly as the Member for Mudgee, 
as Premier and Minister for Lands. Parkes returned in August 
1882, but faced growing opposition in Parliament, with David 
Buchanan describing his holiday as: “a series of racketing and 
banqueting”.

In terms of railway construction, the Garden Palace fire on 22 
December 1882 resulted in the loss of survey plans and books 
of reference for new lines, so the routes had to  be re-surveyed 
before work could commence. The plans for the Illawarra Line 
had, however, been handed to the contractors, Millar and 
Company, so work could commence. Nevertheless, this line 
also generated heavy land speculation along its route.

Parkes lost his Sydney seat at the 1882 election, but was 
invited by the people of Tenterfield to represent them unop-
posed. Alexander Stuart was elected as Premier on the first 
sitting day in 1883. 

Stuart and his partner Richard Harnett held some 1600 
acres of land on the North Shore and in April 1883, Francis 
Wright the Minister for Public Works, announced that a line 
would be built from the Northern Line at Pearces Corner to 
St Leonards. A deputation of the owners of ‘Big Island Estate’ 
succeeded in having the junction changed to Hornsby. and, 

with positive prospects for the line proceeding, there were 
numerous land sales along the proposed route.

Similar land speculation occurred along the route of the 
Illawarra Line, when Alexander Stuart requested a resurvey 
of its route to serve his coal leases on the northern Illawarra 
escarpment. A Parliamentry inquiry ensued, which revealed 
that Sir John Robertson was a silent partner in these leases. 
Construction work was halted at the Georges River pending 
resolution of the scandal.

Meanwhile, the Northern Line opened between Hamilton 
and Gosford on 15 August 1887, but crossing the Hawkesbury 
River relied on steam ferries until the Hawkesbury Railway 
Bridge was officially opened on 1 May 1889. Muir covers the 
opening of the North Shore line to St Leonards on 1 January 
1890 and its extension to the ferry terminal at Milsons Point 
on 1 May 1893, but by this time the Colony was embroiled in 
a deep Depression.

This book presents a significant  account of the politics that 
shaped Sydney’s railway and tram lines in the late 19th centu-
rary in an authorative and well-written manner, coupled with 
excellent photographs and illustrations. It offers excellent 
value and is highly recommended.

Bob McKillop

Glitches:
John Oakes has pointed out that a 

change was made to his text during 
final reviews of the issue that altered the 
meaning of his text in his article in the 

July issue of Australian Railway History.
On page 23, second column, line 11, 

the text should read: 'steel locomo-
tive-hauled carriages and similarly on 
page 24 in the seventh line after 'Some 

Conclusions'. Apologies to John for  
this error.

Editor


