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THE ARCHIES! 
 
Open House Perth is a free, two-day festival that 
celebrates the best of architecture, design and the 
built environment in Perth and its surrounds. It 
gives visitors unprecedented, behind-the-scenes 
access to Perth’s best places and spaces. 
 
The Open House concept was founded in London 
in 1992 with the aim of fostering a better 
understanding of architecture outside the 
architecture profession – it now spans the globe. 

 

 

In association with The Heritage Council and the City of Perth the Barracks Arch was 
open to small groups over the weekend of 16 and 17 November. 
 
The Enrolled Pensioner Guard SIG was on hand to provide information and the City 
of Perth graciously distributed brochures about our work - due to safety reasons, 
small groups only could tour and this meant only about 200 people could make a 
booking to climb the Arch. 
 
Then and now: 
 

   

   
 
An intrepid band of your SIG representatives climbed the Arch to reacquaint 
themselves (some for the first time) with the Barracks Arch: 
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Thanks to the City of Perth and in particular to Rachael O’Toole far right above for all 
the work in ensuring the opening of the Arch went smoothly. 
 

 

The history of the Arch has been both 
interesting and controversial. The 
picture left is the beginning demolition 
of the Pensioners Barracks in 1966.  
 
Demolition did not come without 
opposition - an announcement of these 
plans created public outcry and a 
Barracks Defence Council emerged in 
1961. 

 
From 1900-1904, the Arch buildings were converted into office spaces. Previous 
tenants were relocated and the Public Works Department (PWD) moved in. Notable 
occupants include C Y O’Connor whose office was directly above the arch and was 
visited during our tour. 
 
A history of the Barracks follows including Daisy Bates 1911 Western Mail article on 
this historic landmark. 
 

oooooo 
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In 1862 the Imperial Government decided to withdraw the troops of the line from 
Western Australia and use pensioners in their place. When this proposition was 
presented to the Governor, he together with Lt. Col Bruce, Commanding the Troops 
in WA, stipulated a few changes that had to be made.  
 
The Company was to comprise 60 men ie 1 Acting Sergeant Major, 2 Sergeants, 4 
Corporals, 1 Bugler, and 52 privates together with the usual non-commissioned 
officers. These were to be carefully chosen men with families of not more than 2 
children.  
 
They were to be housed in a Barrack that was to be built in Perth and paid for half 
from Colonial coffers and half from Britain, at the time it was pointed out that the 
Fremantle Barracks had been paid out of the Convict Estimates however this was no 
longer feasible. After some discussion the Imperial Government agreed to the 
requests and detailed they would increase the number of guard on the next 3 convict 
ships to 50 instead of the usual 30. The ships carrying the extra men were York, 
Merchantman (1863) Clyde. 
 
Needless to say the men arrived before the barracks was built and were housed in 
rented accommodation for the interim period. 
 
The next problem was the site of the Barracks. Those previously used by the Troops 
were on the corner of Barrack and St Georges Terrace opposite the Council 
Chambers (now the old Treasury buildings) and these were not suitable for married 
men and were boxed in by development.  
 
Another site between the boys school in St Georges Terrace and the river was 
limited in area so eventually a Board of Officers was drawn up consisting of Lt Col 
Bruce, Commandant of Troops, as President, Staff Surgeons C W Poulton MD, 
Captain E.M. Grain Commanding the Royal Engineers to look at the available sites 
they decided the Mt Eliza was the best available as it was in an commanding 
position and removed from public houses with ample room for the necessary 
conveniences attached to a Barracks. 
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SROWA Cons 3850 Item 38 Image C 

 
We have to remember that at this time (1862) Western Australia was still receiving 
transported felons and there was always a reasonable fear of an uprising and a 
strong Military force was essential. Being former soldiers Pensioners would have had 
no hesitation of putting down any insurrection with the utmost severity, they were 
men who followed orders despite any qualms of their own. 
 
Plans and estimates were drawn up for erecting a suitable Barrack building at a cost 
of £6710/17/5 and an extra £450 for a hospital. Convicts would level the site, 
excavate the ground for the foundations and prepare the building materials and 
perform all labour not requiring mechanical skills, skilled labour and timber to be by 
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private contract. All fittings and stores that were required from England to be sent out 
on convict ships. The contractors were Alexander Halliday and James Brittain. 
 
Among the materials needed were 21,000,000 bricks, 162,000 shingles, 270,000 
feet of mahogany scantling, 3,100 squares of glass 14 inches by 10 inches, a further 
£105/-/- for an 8 day turret clock and £50 for a well pump. 
 
The complex was to include: 
 

• Each family to have two rooms 12’9” x 12’, (Twelve feet nine inches x twelve). 

• A room 54’8” x 25’6”, (fifty four feet eight inches x twenty five feet six inches), for 
20 single men. 

• Also quarters for the Sergeant Major, 3 rooms.  

• A workroom for females. 

• A reading room for the men. 

• An armoury. 

• The detached buildings: 

• Quarter Master store, 16’ x 14’, (sixteen feet x fourteen feet). 

• A magazine, 12’ x 10’, (twelve feet x ten feet). 

• Cooking shed, 30’ x 15’, (thirty feet x fifteen feet) 

• Washing shed, 40’ x 15’, (forty feet x fifteen feet). 

• Working shed, 50’ x15’, (fifty feet x fifteen feet). The latter, is intended for the men 
to work in at mechanical trades, and to instruct the youths of the Force. 

• An ablution shed for the Males, 30’ x 15’, (thirty feet x fifteen feet). 

• A general Guard room, 30’x18’, (thirty feet x eighteen Feet) with 3 cells attached. 

• A hospital for 8 men, with a separate ward for 3 men; surgery, and quarters for an 
attendant. 

• Construction of brick upon stone foundations; mahogany timber, and shea oak 
shingles. 

• The bricks to be made burned and transported by Convict labour. 

• The lime to be burned, and transported in Government flats by Convict labour. 

• The mahogany laths, and shingles to be obtained, and delivered on the spot by 
contract 

 
One can only wonder where the ablution facilities for the women and girls were 
located.  
 
By April 1866 the Barracks building was completed and the pensioners moved from 
the temporary accommodation they had occupied for three years. (The old Barracks 
in Barrack Street was turned into a Post office.) 
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Inquirer and Commercial News Wednesday 28 March 1866 page 2 

 
A canteen was located at the left hand side of the Archway, as well as groceries it 
sold ale and stout but not spirits. 
 
Later a hospital was built opposite the north east wing which later became a 
Government school before Hale School was built beside the present Government 
house. A fives court was added to the North East wing for the enjoyment of the 
pensioners and their families. 
 
The Barracks from when it was completed to the disbanding of the Enrolled Guard in 
1887 was specifically to house the men of either the Enrolled Force or the Enrolled 
Guard in one place so that in the event of being called out for Civil disturbances they 
could be mustered and armed very quickly. 
 
The War Office also sent out a fire engine which was housed at the barracks 
specifically for use in the case of fire in the Barracks although it was available to the 
Civil Power. In one instance a fire broke out one Sunday morning when the 
pensioners were all at Church Parade and the pensioners’ wives manning the fire 
engine had the fire out before the heroes came home.  
 
There were several fires in the Barracks, one in 1878 when Pensioner John 
Callaghan was the hero of the hour and another much more serious one in 1887 
damaging the North East wing. In this instant the Barracks fire engine was no longer 



7 
 

usable and the fire was eventually bought under control by the citizens of Perth 
manning a bucket brigade from the well until the Fremantle Fire engine was 
dramatically entrained to Perth to eventually quell the fire.  
 
Great alarm was felt for the safety of the Magazine no doubt spurring the rescuers 
on. The damage to the building was estimated at £2,000.  
 
List of Pensioners and their families in Mt. Eliza Barracks 1880: 
 

Room Rank Name Children Remarks 

Boys Girls 

 L/Corp Michael Daily 2 3  

8 L/Corp Wm Ryan   Single 

9-14     Spare 

15 & 16 Pte Joseph Mellow 4 2 Off 

17     Spare 

18&19 Pte McCarty 1 2  

20 Pte Thomas Gardner    

21 Corp Job Rush 1 3 Wife dead 

22 Pte David Leary (?Daniel) 1 3 Off 

23 Pte Patrick Sullivan 3 2  

24 & 25 Pte John Callaghan 2 1  

26 Pte Bernard Kelly 3 1 Off 

27 Pte Michael Brown 3 4  

28-31     Offices 

46-48 Serg Wm Latimer 5 3  

49 Pte Michael Mack 2  Off 

50 Pte Patrick Sheehan 2   

51 Mrs  Fahey 2 1 1 girl in convent 

52 & 53 Pte Patrick Hayes 3 2 Off 

54 & 55 Pte John Seery 4 3  

56 Pte Thomas Evans 3 1 Wife dead 

57 Pte John Murphy 1 1  

58 Pte Hugh Cameron 1 2 Off 

59 Mrs Casey    

 
 
Along with the usual disruptions there were marriages as when Isabella the widow of 
John McKay (96th Regt Merchantman 1863) married John Gardner (HEIC Lord 
Dalhousie) after the death of his wife in 1872.The children especially the boys, were 
often in trouble with the law for raiding orchards, swimming (not suitably clothed), 
breaking windows and generally raising mayhem as they scoured the country side 
for fun and adventure.  
 
Order in the Barracks was kept by a Barracks master and no doubt the boys 
escaped his iron rule at every opportunity. 
 
Today when we live in our 4X2 houses, children rarely share a bedroom, privacy is 
expected, we think “How could the whole family live in 2 rooms” but the pensioners 
and their wives must have blessed their luck at having an area where they could shut 
a door and call it ‘Home,’ having spent most of their lives living in curtained off 
section of a barrack room, in tents and under conditions we cannot image let alone 
appreciate. 
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An early photo of the Barracks still showing the tram lines used to carry materials to the site - Image from the 

SLWA collection 303442PD 

 
Further reading for the lay out of the barracks see Daisy Bates article in The Western 
Mail Saturday 1 April 1911 “The old Barracks.” In the following pages. 
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