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Stately Homes Stately Homes

Step inside one of these stately 
homes and you’ll be transported 
back in time, all the way to Colonial 
days, or the rough and ready 
interwar years. History is palpable 

in National Trust protected house museums, 
which are open to the public for events ranging 
from walk-throughs to guided tours, festivals 
and functions, or ghost tours. This is an open 
house with a difference – there’s a story in 
every square of polished hardwood floors, every 
inch of plaster, and every ceiling rose. It’s an 
inspiring and special way to imagine yourself 
into another life. 

CARRICK hILL, SOUTh AUSTRALIA
Australia’s most intact twentieth-century 
heritage house museum and garden, Carrick 
Hill is also home to an impressive private 
collection of French, British and Australian fine 
and decorative arts. Completed in 1939, it was 
a labour of love for department store heir Sir 
Edward ‘Bill’ Hayward and his wife Lady Ursula 
Barr Smith whose even wealthier family were 
involved in mining and pastoral activities that 
helped shape South Australia. 

InSIDe OUT
“The interesting thing about the way Carrick 
Hill was built is that they collected the interior 
first, then built the house,” says Director 
Richard Heathcote.

“Bill and Ursula spent their honeymoon in 
England where they went to a demolition sale 
of Beaudesert, an aristocrat’s country house in 
Staffordshire. It was the Depression and a lot of 
English country houses were being sold because 
they were inefficient to run, so the Haywards 
were able to purchase doors, windows, panelling, 
fireplaces, and a very unique piece called the 
Waterloo staircase. One of the owners had been 
the Duke of Wellington’s cavalry commander at 
the Battle of Waterloo and lost a leg, so a special 
staircase was created that he was able to walk up 
with a prosthetic leg. 

“The Haywards had everything shipped 
back to Adelaide where local architect James 
Irwin designed Carrick Hill around these specific 
components.”

TO The MAnOR bORn
The house is constructed from local Basket 
Range Sandstone in a manor style. Heathcote 
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If these walls 
could talk

Australia’s heritage-listed stately homes are true national treasures, offering  
visitors a window into life in another era. We take a peek inside two historic gems

explains: “In the British class system an English 
manor house was a place where the gentry lived – 
not the aristocrats – so it’s the centre of social life. 
It’s where the squire or the lord of the manner does 
all his social and professional business. 

“That’s how the Haywards lived – their 
friends were artists, writers, and other eccentric, 
interesting people, and their art collection 
reflects this. They collected 17th century 
oak furniture, as well as the works of British 
modernist painters – people like Stanley Spencer 
and Augustus John – so they were well ahead of 
their time. 

“They liked the ‘country house’ style of living 
– slightly cluttered and eclectic. Apart from 
the great oak panelling, the interiors are mostly 
cream to set off their extraordinary collection, 
but then when you get to the bathrooms and 
kitchen it’s 1930s chic – pink and green with 
marble on the walls. 

“When it came to the functional side of  
life, they had heated towel rails and a staff of  
12 servants to run the place so it’s the last hurrah 
of the interwar years. It’s sort of a Downton 
Abbey vibe: ‘How are we going to make ends 
meet? We’ve only got 40 hectares of land!’” 
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hIDDen TReASUReS
Heathcote’s favourite thing about Carrick Hill is 
that there is always something new to discover, 
even after all these years as a house museum.

“It’s extraordinary how it continues to reveal 
things,” he says. “There’s a huge attic that runs 
the whole length of the house and we keep 
unearthing things. We found a little oak bedside 
table with a drawer filled with 16th century pen 
and ink drawings of saints that had been cut 
up for drawer linings. Or you might suddenly 
find a tea chest that you think somebody’s 
already been through only to discover it’s full 
of Sotheby’s and Christie’s catalogues that they 
were sent every year for the sales in London. 

“In the 1940s and 50s the Haywards travelled 
to London every year by ship. Back then the 
journey took six weeks so they had all that time 
to dream up their purchases. They bought some 
beautiful things. We even have one of Ursula’s 
little black dresses by Christian Dior with her 
client number typed underneath it. 

“I also love Ursula’s flower room. She 
designed the garden and loved to fill the house 
with beautiful cut flowers. She had a room 
designed specifically for her arrangements, with 
an outside door, a special sink and a hatch for 
her vases. She was a big fan of the British florist 

Constance Spry and has a dozen of her books in 
the library which she would have used to teach 
herself flower arranging.”

“Visitors find Carrick Hill very tranquil 
and relaxing. We present the house the way it 
was when the Haywards lived here and I think 
visitors pick up on the atmosphere of ease and 
hospitality they created.

“It’s full of wonderful things, but it’s not 
threatening or intimidating – it’s a home, not  
purely a museum.”

CARRICK hILL TODAy
“There are a lot of people still around who have 
fond memories of Carrick Hill,” Heathcote says. 
“Bill and Ursula’s nephew is still involved with 
the property. He’s a QC now and is also very 
passionate about the surrounding bushland. He 
remembers sleeping in the house as a teenager 
when he was home from boarding school.

“We also had a woman working in the office 
who handled all our wedding bookings. She was 
going through some original menus and recipes 
the cook would have used and recognised her 
grandmother’s handwriting on a recipe for 
Christmas pudding!

“Before Ursula died in 1970, the Haywards 
made a joint will declaring that the whole 

place, lock, stock and barrel – including their 
collections, the house and 40 hectares of land 
– would be left to the government of South 
Australia. The government set up a trust and  
I am the director of that organisation. 

“My job is to create a vibrant house museum 
and historic garden. We receive little to no 
funding so we make ends meet by running 
a dynamic program of activities, from art 
exhibitions to outdoor events, garden shows and 
motoring events. We get 70,000 visitors a year.

“Part of the funding goes to upkeep. A 
couple of years ago we spent a million dollars 
on a twelve month project to repoint all the 
stonework, and maintain all the lead canes in  
the windows. 

“In 2016 we’re working on a scheme that 
will open up the attic and integrate it into the 
house, so it becomes a ‘long gallery’ in the 
ceiling. People will be able to go to the very top 
of Carrick Hill, and I don’t know another historic 
house where the attic is actually part of the 
experience. 

“Queen Elizabeth opened Carrick Hill on 
the 9th of March, 1986, so 2016 makes 30 years 
since we opened to the public. We’re calling it 
‘the year of the pearl’, because that’s what you 
get when you’ve been married for 30 years.”

THIS PAGE FROM TOP: Carrick Hill as seen from the air; the interiors have been carefully 
curated to maintain an English country manor feel. OPPOSITE PAGE: Designed by 
Ursula Hayward, the formal garden boasts a variety of roses and stunning views from the 
lawn terraces to the city and the coast. In the Haywards’ day the grounds were an idyllic 
setting for elegant social occasions and tennis parties.
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CLARenDOn hOUSe, TASMAnIA
Set amongst seven hectares on the banks of the South Esk river near 
Launceston in Tasmania, Clarendon is Australia’s grandest rural colonial 
estate. It’s a magnificent three-storey Georgian house in a classical 
Regency style with colonnade facade and servants’ quarters, surrounded 
by walled gardens and parklands. The estate includes a woolshed, stables, 
stone barn, coach house and a rare avenue of elms.

bUILT On The SheeP’S bACK
Clarendon House was built in 1838 for wealthy wool grower and merchant, 
James Cox, who expanded the estate to over 40,000 acres. Born in  
1790 in Wiltshire, England, he was the second son of Captain William  
Cox who pioneered the road over the Blue Mountains in New South 
Wales. Although he used convict labour, Cox was known to treat the 
convicts well and later played a major role in the abolition of convict  
labour and the end of transportation.

During the mid 1800s Cox had over 100 workers at the estate, which 
was completely self-sufficient. He was very entrepreneurial, and his 
initiatives included introducing fallow deer for a deer park at Clarendon, 
and shipping a Spanish ram from London for a major breeding program 
that resulted in a higher quality of Tasmanian merino wool. Cox exported 
large quantities of grain to New South Wales, India, Mauritius and the 
Cape Colony. He also had a keen interest in rare breed poultry and helped 
introduce brown trout into Tasmania.

Cox died in 1866 and the house remained in the family for three 
generations before falling into the hands of Kathleen Menzies who 
donated the estate to the National Trust of Australia (Tasmania) in 1962.

Some say that ghosts can be heard in the halls. National Trust 
volunteers have told of lights being turned on and off while no one is in 
the house, children heard laughing in the gardens and mysterious 
cold spots. Find out more by booking a spot on one the 
weekly ‘Clarendon Ghost Hunt’ experiences. 

PReSeRvIng The PAST
Period features throughout the house 
and estate are conserved and 
maintained on an ongoing basis by 
the National Trust. In 2010, the 
Trust carried out essential building 
stabilisation works on three 
outbuildings: the shearing shed, 
threshing barn and coach house/

convict quarters. Before the restoration, the outbuildings presented 
a motley assemblage of white, pink and apricot lime-washed and 
acrylic walls. But close examination revealed the original coating was a 
wonderfully deep yellow ochre lime wash; a colour historically produced 
using copperas or green vitriol (ferrous sulphate) which has been used 
since the earliest days of European settlement to colour buildings in 
Tasmania and NSW. The renovation included painting the exteriors of 
the Woolshed and Coach House with a matching lime wash mix made 
on site to a traditional recipe, which included the addition of garden 
fertiliser.

The decor at Clarendon includes the original, hand-blocked 
dining room wallpaper; and while there are many donated antiques 
and paintings of the period, few of the original contents of the house 
survive in situ. Instead of trying to create an exact copy the house 
and its contents at a given time in history, the Trust has taken a more 
contemporary approach by inviting interior designers – such as local 
designer Ros Palmer – to re-interpret the house in ways that invite 
visitors to feel at home, a far cry from the barriers and ‘Do Not Touch’ 
signs at many museums.

One striking piece in the house that caused a stir when it was first 
commissioned is a colonial table that was superbly painted with native 
Tasmanian animals by renowned contemporary Tasmanian artist  
Michael McWilliams who won the inaugural Glover prize in 2004. 

ASK The exPeRTS
All work carried out by the National Trust involves the input of heritage 
experts. At the time of writing, funds are being sought to complete a 
much-needed roof replacement at Clarendon House. For the work done 
so far, contractors have engaged an apprentice who has been assigned 
to learn traditional roofing methods under a master craftsman at the 

Trust’s request. You can contribute to further works via an 
online campaign at chuffed.org/project/raisetheroof. 

The Trust is also working on plans to further 
enhance the visitor experience at Clarendon and 

provide an amazing venue for corporate and 
private cocktail parties and other events. 
Theatrical and ghost tours have also been 
added to the program. Trust Chairman 
Mr Tomat says, “Our aim is to ensure 
a sustainable future for Clarendon and 
to protect it as one of Tasmania’s most 

important historical assets.”  PHR

THIS PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: 
Clarendon House exterior; the decor at Clarendon 
House includes the original hand-blocked wallpaper 
and donated paintings and antiques from the period. 
OPPOSITE PAGE FROM TOP: Side view of 
Clarendon House; a colonial table featuring native 
animals by award-winning contemporary artist 
Michael McWilliams was commissioned for the 
Clarendon House by the National Trust.IM
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ALSO WORTH A VISIT…

1. OLd GOVeRnmenT HOuSe – PARAmATTA, nSW
Old Government House is Australia’s oldest surviving public building.  

The central block was completed in 1799, and for 70 years it was the ‘country’  
residence of 10 early governors of the colony. Based in Sydney, they  
would escape to Parramatta in search of clean air and open spaces.

2. eLIzAbeTH bAy HOuSe – Sydney, nSW
Colonial Secretary Alexander Macleay was granted 54 acres of land around 

Elizabeth Bay by Govenor Darling in 1826 and planned to build the finest house  
in the colony, with vistas across Sydney Harbour. After several false starts, the 

home was finally habitable in 1839 and included a celebrated landscaped garden.

3. COmO HOuSe And GARdenS – RIPPOnLeA, VIC
Built in 1847, Como House reflects Melbourne’s history from the colonial period to the 

mid-twentieth century. It is the first historic house in Australia to be preserved 
with its original contents, which date back to 1865 (comohouse.com.au).

4. WOOdbRIdGe HOuSe – WOOdbRIdGe, WA
Woodbridge was home to politician, agriculturist, legislator and newspaper 
proprietor Charles Harper, his wife, Fanny and their ten children. In 1896,  

Harper established Guildford Grammar School in his billiard room, and  
fourteen years later the Anglican Church purchased the entire  

property – land, building and furniture – for the school. 

5. HISTORIC TOWn – GuILdfORd, WA
Not far from Woodbridge, Guildford is also well worth a wander. One of  

the first three towns of the Swan River Colony, it was established in 1829 and 
contains a mix of buildings in good condition, starting from earliest settlement 

and covering each of the major architectural periods since.
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Furniture of Timeless Elegance

Call us on
07 3806 5370

Visit our website
www.xavierfurniture.com.au


