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During and after World War 1 communities around Australia constructed memorials of 
various types to remember their deceased, missing and returned soldiers. The 
memorials ranged from physical monuments like statues and buildings to arboreal sites 
including trees planted in avenues of honour. In South Australia, metropolitan and rural 
communities embraced a distinctive form of remembrance that became known as 
soldiers’ memorial gardens. In the main, these living garden memorials were initiated, 
planted and maintained through the efforts of local citizens. Many were designed 
through a consultative process involving community representatives and the state’s 
Government Town Planner Charles Reade (1880-1933). The gardens were either stand-
alone sites or incorporated into a larger scheme such as a recreation park or town 
improvement project. Since the bodies of deceased soldiers were not returned to 
Australia but rather were buried in cemeteries overseas, soldiers’ memorial gardens 
were cherished iconic community sites where people of a suburb, town or district could 
individually and collectively grieve for and remember their loved ones.  

This paper draws on published sources, primary archival research and fieldwork to 
explore the phenomenon of soldiers’ memorial gardens in South Australia. It examines 
the evolution of the concept, investigates their cultural meaning and identifies their key 
design elements based on a survey of examples from across the state. The paper reveals 
and appraises why soldiers’ memorial gardens were local icons of remembrance from 
the 1910s and considers their physical condition and cultural heritage status at the 
centenary of the Great War. 



U H P H  2 0 1 6               I c o n s :  T h e  M a k i n g ,  M e a n i n g  a n d  U n d o i n g  o f  U r b a n  I c o n s  a n d  I c o n i c  C i t i e s | 140 

Keywords: World War 1 memorials; soldiers’ memorial gardens; Victor Harbor, South 
Australia 

 

Introduction 

One strand of the international resurgence in recent decades into historical research into World War 
1 has been the investigation of memorials constructed during and after the War to the fallen, to the 
missing and to the returned. The rationale for the construction of homeland memorials stemmed 
from the fact that the bodies of those who died were not repatriated to their home country but 
rather were buried in cemeteries overseas; consequently families and communities established local 
sites to remember loved ones and to grieve for their loss. At the time when they were conceived and 
erected, the memorials were imbued with a variety of meanings, a phenomenon that has been 
sustained and has grown with the passage of time. Today, war memorials contribute to the physical 
and cultural landscapes of the various countries around the world affected by the Great War, and by 
later conflicts. 

Research into World War 1 memorials covers a diversity of topics including their embodiment of 
ideas of nationalism, empire, patriotism, and community pride, as well as their role as tools for 
recruitment (McKay 1986; Inglis 1998). Other areas of research have included war, grief, and 
memory, and the function of memorials as the “foci of the rituals, rhetoric and ceremonies of 
bereavement”, and as places of “solace” to cope with loss and grief (Winter 1995; Damousi 1999; 
Jalland 2002; Ziino 2007: 78; Stephens 2009a: 10). The actual form of war memorials has been 
investigated, and sculptural memorials have been examined as public art works. 

Sydney-based historian and academic Ken Inglis’ late twentieth century study of war memorials in 
Australia culminated in 1998 in the seminal text Sacred Places: War Memorials in the Australian 
Landscape. Inglis examined a number of the larger themes and topics evident in the international 
literature and situated them in the Australian context. He revealed that memorials of various kinds 
were erected around Australia to remember local men and women who died as a result of World 
War 1. Primarily they took the form of sculptural monuments, but utilitarian structures such as 
institutes and halls, as well as arboreal memorials, were also erected. Although Inglis surveyed the 
variety of war memorials constructed nationally, his focus was on sculptural and built forms. More 
recently, Richardson has extended and enhanced Inglis’ research by carrying out a major 
investigation into the art and design of Australian war memorials and into the architects and 
designers who created them (Richardson 2015). Following Inglis, other scholars including Dargavel 
(2000), Richards (2003), Holmes (2008) and Stephens (2009b) have investigated arboreal memorials 
– trees planted as single specimens or as avenues or groves on roadsides and in public parks and 
gardens. Avenues of honour have been of particular interest in studies of this memorial type and 
they continue to be a topic of research.   

Arboreal memorials were often a pragmatic option since they could be realised for a lower cost 
compared with a masonry memorial (Dargavel 2000: 191). They achieved “an unmistakable order in 
the landscape … [and] followed traditions already established by Arbor Day with its messages of 
regeneration and hope” (Stephens 2009b: 126). Although deciduous trees were most commonly 
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planted in arboreal memorials, rainforest species, which included the Norfolk Island pine, were also 
used. “[S]ynonymous [in Australia] with coastal settlements … and the idea of ‘the beach’”, as a 
rainforest tree, the Norfolk Island pine was associated also with “the European notion of the loss of 
innocence” (Stephens 2009b: 131). Over time, Norfolk Island pines took on a larger symbolism linked 
with individual and community loss and, later, local commemoration of the international conflicts 
that followed the Great War. 

Although arboreal memorials have received scholarly attention, the literature is less focused on the 
role of gardens as a distinct war memorial type. Gardens have been studied in the context of 
wartime cemeteries and Morris, for example, argues that, “both during and after the war, gardens 
were continually mobilized as essential ingredients in the iconography of British war cemeteries” 
(Morris 1997: 411). Our focus, however, is on garden war memorials that were not in cemetery 
settings. This war memorial type apparently first emerged in South Australia in 1917 at Victor Harbor 
a seaside town 80kms south of Adelaide. It appears to have taken hold more in South Australia than 
in any other Australian state.  

What came to be known variously as soldiers’ gardens, soldiers’ memorial gardens, and gardens of 
honour, included particular components that gave them a distinctive appearance and character. 
Soldiers’ memorial gardens were introduced into the city of Adelaide and into metropolitan and 
country landscapes across the state either as stand-alone sites or as a component of a larger scheme 
like a recreation park or a suburb or town improvement project. Whatever their location or 
constitution, in the absence of a grave where families and local citizens could grieve for those who 
had died, soldiers’ memorial gardens were held up as cherished community sites where people of a 
suburb, town or district could individually and collectively remember loved ones, and “hold them in 
sweet and loving remembrance” (Abbot 1927: 3).  

This paper begins with a brief introduction to the phenomenon of gardens as a mourning landscape. 
It introduces and describes the first known Australian example of a soldiers’ memorial garden, at 
Victor Harbor, and drawing from that case study, provides an overview of the design elements of 
selected examples elsewhere in the state. Reflecting on preliminary findings from the research, the 
paper discusses soldiers’ memorial gardens as local icons and briefly reviews their current physical 
status. Research for the paper is based on primary sources, newspapers, published material and 
fieldwork. 

Gardens as a mourning landscape 

Holmes et al argue that, “Planting a garden is an act of anticipation. It is also an act of memory ... 
Gardens [are a] borderland between the familiar and the strange, the old and the new [they carry] 
meanings of loss and grief, hope and affirmation” (Holmes et al 2008: 3). In an endeavour to 
understand why gardens were adopted in South Australia as a war memorial type, one line of our 
enquiry has been into the re-emergence in the nineteenth century of gardens as sites of mourning.  

The impact of the industrial revolution on the towns and cities of Great Britain is well known. One 
area of focus for the sanitation movement, which sought to improve conditions for the living, was 
how to safely bury the dead. Scottish-born landscape gardener, horticulturist and author John 
Claudius Loudon was responsible for the gardening style known as the Gardenesque. He was also an 
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early proponent of public parks and of ideas related to sanitation and burial practices. In 1843 he 
published a book based on a series of articles he had written for his periodical The Gardeners’ 
Magazine. Titled On the laying out, planting and the managing of cemeteries and the improvement 
of churchyards, these works were early texts in what became known as the garden cemetery 
movement. Through them Loudon sought to effect sanitary burial conditions that would see bodies 
decompose without causing harm to the living while the cemeteries, being public garden spaces, 
would assume the role of public parks and act as sites of moral instruction, particularly for the 
working classes (Curl 1982).  

Cremation emerged as a further, albeit controversial, response to the sanitary disposal of the dead 
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The pro cause was aligned with improving sanitary 
conditions while those against regarded cremation as a pagan burial ritual. As Loudon had advocated 
the garden cemetery, another prominent British landscape gardener, William Robinson, supported 
the cremation movement. Robinson drew on the long history of cremation in his 1880 publication, 
God’s Acre Beautiful, in which he proposed that crematoria and cemeteries be “not only … a garden 
in the best sense of the word, but the most beautiful and best cared for of all gardens” (Robinson 
cited in Grainger 2005: 79). With prominent English architect Ernest George, the Cremation Society 
of Great Britain’s London Cremation Company, of which Robinson was a founding director, designed 
and built the Golders Green crematoria adjacent to Hampstead Heath, northwest of London, in the 
first years of the twentieth century. Golders Green was a “new landscape for mourning” and 
heralded the concept of the “Garden of Remembrance” (Grainger 2005: 40). With the ashes of the 
dead interred in the West Columbaria, the gardens at Golders Green became a place in which to 
grieve without the presence of a body.  

Gardens of mourning in South Australia 

South Australia has a rich garden history and during the nineteenth century Loudon’s works were 
particularly influential. His Gardenesque style of landscape design was popular in both domestic and 
public settings and can be identified in the layout of purpose-designed garden cemeteries developed 
in Australia (Hodgkinson 1995; Jones 1998; Morris 2004; Payne 2007). One of these was designed for 
Parafield, 18kms north of the city of Adelaide. Developed in the late 1880s and early 1890s, the 
cemetery at Parafield was a response to concerns over rapidly diminishing space at the city’s main 
cemetery, known as West Terrace, in the southwest Park Lands (Nicol 1994).  However, 
photographic evidence from the 1870s shows that by then, at the West Terrace cemetery, gardens 
were already an important consideration in the local mourning landscape.  

Burying the war dead  

Major General Sir William Throsby Bridges and the unknown soldier were the only Australian 
soldiers from World War 1 to have their remains repatriated to Australia, respectively in 1915 and 
1993 (Inglis 1998: 75, 454). The dead were buried initially in temporary cemeteries, with the 
responsibility of digging graves often falling upon their fellow soldiers. If they were far enough away 
from the front to safely allow planting, such cemeteries featured annuals, bulbs and grass. Morris 
and others have argued that temporary cemeteries were planted in such a way as to express 
Britain’s and the Empire’s enduring presence on foreign soil, as presaged by English poet Rupert 
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Brooke in ‘The Soldier’: “If I should die, think only this of me:/That there’s some corner of a foreign 
field/That is for ever England” (Brooke 1914 cited in Morris 1997: 410). After the Gallipoli campaign 
of 1915, some Australians endeavoured to achieve a corner that was forever Australia at Gallipoli by 
sending wattle seeds to be sown on the graves of the ANZACs (Inglis 1998: 89-90; Gough 2007: 202). 

Permanent cemeteries followed in the years after the war under the auspices of the Imperial, later 
the Commonwealth, War Graves Commission. These war cemeteries were created as garden spaces, 
and in those established in France and Belgium alone 63 miles of hedge, 536 acres of grass and 13 
million plants were planted by 1928 (Morris 1997: 415). The Commission made some attempts to 
ensure that the plants planted on the graves of the soldiers from the Empire reflected or, where 
climate allowed, were the plants of their homelands (Morris 1997; Gough 2007). 

At home: war dead without a grave 

Australians came to understand early in World War 1 that the bodies of their loved ones would not 
be returned to Australia for burial. Ziino (2007) has explored the effects of this reality on the 
mourning process and reveals the actions of families who sought to procure something from their 
loved one, often a small token like a photograph or comb, as a symbol to link them with the “distant 
graves” and upon which to focus their private grief. Further he posits that, since so many Australians 
turned to war memorials while grieving, the memorials “acted as surrogate tombstones (and) as 
places where mourners could attend the funerary rituals … denied [to] them” (Ziino 2009: 1). In 
South Australia many communities turned to soldiers’ memorial gardens to publicly mourn and 
honour the fallen and missing.  

Soldiers’ memorial gardens in South Australia  

Over forty communities across South Australia proposed to establish soldiers’ memorial gardens 
during and after World War 1. Table 1 and 2 identify selected examples of sites in Adelaide and in 
the metropolitan and country areas.  

Table 1: Selected Examples of Sites Proposed for Soldiers’ Memorial Gardens in Adelaide and the Metropolitan 
Area, 1917-1920s 

Belair National Park Kilkenny Prospect Recreation 
Ground 

Unley 

Brighton Lower North Adelaide 
(and children’s 
playground) 

Rosewater Walkerville (and 
children’s playground) 

Cherry Gardens Mitcham Semaphore Women’s Memorial 
Garden, Adelaide 

Glenelg Norton Summit  Thebarton Recreation 
Park 

Woodville 

Glen Osmond Payneham Trinity Gardens  
Sources: Various including newspapers, local history collections records, published local histories  
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Table 2: Selected Examples of Sites Proposed for Soldiers’ Memorial Gardens in Country South Australia, 1917-
1920s 

Ardrossan Kadina Port Augusta Strathalbyn 
Crystal Brook Kapunda Port Elliot Tumby Bay 
Curramulka Middleton Port Germein Two Wells 
Gawler Millicent Port Pirie Victor Harbor 
Goolwa Penola Robe Wallaroo 
Gumeracha Peterborough Quorn Watervale 
Jamestown    

Sources: Various including newspapers, local history collections records, published local histories  

 

Although the layout, design elements and plantings were influenced and determined largely by 
community committees, a number of the first wave of gardens were designed with specific advice 
from the South Australian Government Town Planner Charles Reade, who was based in Adelaide 
from April 1916 until December 1920, and with the assistance of Harold Chalklan Day who was 
draughtsman in the Town Planning Department and went on to be Acting Town Planner in the 
1920s. In conjunction with developing a foreshore improvement scheme at Victor Harbor, Reade 
advised on improvements to an existing soldiers’ garden and on the design of an additional one to 
form what became the soldiers’ memorial gardens; this project was his first foray into designing 
memorial gardens. Although no specific records have been uncovered to identify what influenced his 
design, Reade is likely to have been familiar with the Golders’ Green Garden of Remembrance as the 
site was adjacent to Hampstead Garden Suburb with which he was intimately familiar through his 
work in the early 1910s as a volunteer with the London-based Garden Cities and Town Planning 
Association (Garnaut 2006). Familiarity with the purpose and layout of the garden at Golders Green 
may at the least have influenced his understanding of the contemplative role of gardens as 
memorials for the deceased.  

Victor Harbor soldiers’ memorial gardens 

A soldiers’ garden was established in Victor Harbor in April 1917 on the town’s eastern foreshore.  It 
was not the first memorial to a local soldier who fell in World War 1 as Private JM Bruce, the earliest 
to die, was remembered by a tree planted in August 1915 on a public site at nearby Encounter Bay 
(Page 1987). The expansive town foreshore location was chosen when the war claimed more lives 
after Bruce, and the reality set in that even more might be lost.  

The first garden was established from April 1917 around four Norfolk Island pines that were planted 
in memory of four local soldiers who died in the War (Soldiers Gardens 1917). The town’s mayor, 
William Northey, and a local resident, Mr Morris, designed the garden. The Victor Harbor Times of 
13 July 1917 reported that Adelaide City Council’s gardener AW Pelzer had visited the town to 
provide additional advice on the garden’s layout and on suitable plants. In keeping with local 
tradition to fund civic improvements through community fundraising efforts, the gardens were 
financed by private and company donations, not by revenue raised from municipal rates. Volunteers 
provided the equipment and labour. Local resident George Kirby was appointed gardener and 
overseer of the project (Soldiers Gardens 1917; Kenny 1980). 
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The garden was a simple formal design (Soldiers Gardens 1917; Soldiers Memorial Plot 1917; Kenny 
1980). It was laid out with a central and side paths with garden beds at the boundaries and around 
the existing trees. The first bed to be formed had a cross dug into it and filled in with white shells. A 
rockery and whale bone were additional features. The garden was enclosed by an open style fence 
with a local material, Goolwa broom, attached to form a wind break. The name of each of the 
deceased soldiers was painted on an individual ‘inspection board’ placed adjacent to the Norfolk 
Island pine planted in his memory. The garden beds were planted with perennial and annual plants. 
On 17 May 1917 the local newspaper, the Victor Harbor Times, described the garden as a colourful 
“… emblem of love and reverence”. 

The first Victor Harbor soldiers’ garden was the very personal and local response of the Victor 
Harbor community to the losses they had suffered. The use of shells, whale bone and other local 
materials was not only expedient but also exemplified their coastal location and cultural identity. 
The Norfolk Island pines embodied the distant graves that most family members or residents were 
unlikely to see. Local residents found the symbolism of the garden particularly compelling, as a 
Times reporter noted on 19 April 1918: 

Name after name of loved ones flashes upon the mind from among the gorgeous riot of 
colouring made by the brilliant foliage and flowers. The ordered paths and bordered 
walks speak of loving and undying care and remembrance … The beauty of a holy peace 
lies all about. 

By December 1917, when more local lives had been lost, it was evident that the garden was not 
large enough to accommodate additional pine trees (Soldiers Gardens 1918; Kenny 1980). 
Consequently the Victor Harbor Corporation proposed to create a second garden. At about the same 
time, in the wake of the passage of the Victor Harbor Foreshore Development Act 1917, the 
Corporation invited Government Town Planner Reade to visit the town and to advise on and design a 
scheme of improvement for the entire foreshore (Memorandum 1918). Cognisant of modern town 
planning thought, Reade prepared a foreshore improvement scheme that took into account the 
township’s future needs and the financial position of the Council (Memorandum 1918). His proposal 
enlarged and adjusted the layout of the first garden and incorporated a second (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Victor Harbor Soldiers Parade. 1917. GRG 73/19a/D9c State Records of South Australia  

In the northern (first) garden, plots followed the boundaries and thus created a bounded space 
enclosed by plants. There were three central rectangular beds, two of which were separated by a 
sundial. Paths were mostly straight and ran in a north-south direction between the boundary plots 
and the central beds. Three short paths led to inward facing seats on the eastern boundary. Another 
seat was proposed in the southeast corner. 

Garden plots also followed the boundaries in the southern (second) garden. The central garden beds 
were alternately rectangular or circular and the paths were a mix of straight, curved, long and short 
arc lines. A hedge, broken only by the two side pathways, divided the garden at the midway point. 
Seats were positioned on the western and eastern sides of the circular beds and at the northeast 
and southwest corners. Both the first and second gardens were encircled at the perimeter by a 
footpath 5 feet wide.  

Reade considered that the existing Norfolk Island pines would impact detrimentally on the gardens 
as they grew. To prevent that from occurring he suggested that the trees be relocated outside of the 
boundary fence; together with the yet-to-be-planted pines for the recently deceased, the existing 
pines would form a row along the gardens’ northern boundary (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Victor Harbor Garden of Honour. 1917. GRG 73/19a/D4 State Records of South Australia  

However, before he could finalise and explain his plan the additional pines were planted, in 
alignment with the existing ones, as part of the 1918 ANZAC day ceremonies (Report 1918). Reade 
therefore proposed the relocation of all of the pines. The Corporation, desiring that the foreshore be 
developed to its “best advantage”, accepted the proposal and was prepared to transplant the trees 
(Report 1919). On the other hand, the people of Victor Harbor considered the proposal sacrilegious. 
They petitioned the Council, threatening it with dismissal in the following year if it removed the 
trees (Report 1919). The council reconsidered its position and the Norfolk Island pines were left 
where they were planted.  

A decade after the soldiers’ gardens were first established at Victor Harbor, on 15 October 1927, the 
Times declared the “sacred spot … one of the most striking and beautiful memorials to fallen soldiers 
in the Commonwealth.” However, Reade’s prediction was realised and as the trees grew, they 
caused increasing levels of damage and various components of the gardens were gradually lost over 
the ensuing years. Today only the Norfolk Island pines survive (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Victor Harbor Soldiers’ Memorial Gardens. 2016. C. Garnaut photograph. 

Key design elements  

The Victor Harbor soldiers’ memorial gardens were the forerunner of others designed with input 
from the state’s Town Planning Department; they were located in Goolwa and Port Elliot (close to 
Victor Harbor), as well as in the country towns of Kapunda, Kadina and Jamestown, and in the 
Adelaide suburbs of Unley, Thebarton, Prospect and Walkerville (Garnaut 1997; Walkerville 
Recreation 1920). As noted, other communities in locations identified in Table 1 and 2 set about 
designing memorial gardens through community input with occasional specialist advice. 

On 3 January 1919, the Victor Harbor Times praised the town’s soldiers’ memorial gardens as “a 
model which many towns throughout the State might well emulate.” Although the research has not 
uncovered a direct correlation between the Victor Harbor gardens and those established in other 
places, the design approach and elements employed at Victor Harbor were indicative of what was 
utilised elsewhere. Typically, the structure of the gardens was based on pedestrian paths, designated 
zones for garden beds, grassed areas, and places to sit. The sites were typically bounded, commonly 
with open style fences and gates. The spatial arrangements were often symmetrical and sometimes 
focused on a particular element: trees, a rotunda, pond or fountain, obelisk, statue or other 
monument or a building. Some included elements like arbours, arches and pergolas, drinking 
fountains and shelter sheds. Furniture such as seats and benches was common and enabled the 
gardens to fulfil their function as sites of remembrance, reflection and contemplation. As noted, 
some soldiers’ memorial gardens were established in conjunction with a recreation park that also 
included any one or a combination of an oval, children’s playground, lawn bowling green and tennis 
courts. When this approach was taken, the memorial garden formed a discreet component of the 
site. 

Iconic status 

Why were soldiers’ memorial gardens local icons of remembrance? This distinct form of war 
memorial emerged as a community expression of loss and grief, and as a place for individuals and 
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members of a community to gather collectively to remember and grieve for those who lost their 
lives in World War 1. They were quasi-cemeteries where people could walk or sit contemplatively in 
a garden setting amongst “the calm of trees and flowers … [which] offer a balm to those who come 
to commune with the spirit of their dead” (Border Watch 1922). The sense of the intimate 
connection of family members and local people to these memorials was palpable and perhaps 
expressed most forcefully in the case of Victor Harbor when for pragmatic reasons Town Planner 
Reade proposed moving Norfolk Island pine trees symbolically connected to deceased soldiers; his 
suggestion was perceived as being akin to moving individual graves. 

From the time when soldiers’ memorial gardens were opened, they became the venue for Anzac Day 
services; in the main, that tradition continues today. Although the first generation of people 
associated with those whose lives were commemorated in these gardens have passed, and although, 
as at Victor Harbor, elements of the gardens have been lost and/or changed with the passage of 
time, all of the sites that were built survive as local memorials. They are local landmarks which often 
double as passive open spaces. Some, like the soldiers’ memorial gardens at Goolwa, in Dutton Park 
at Kapunda and at Cherry Gardens have been redeveloped with special project funding, or given a 
facelift in conjunction with World War 1 centenary celebrations. Others like the Victor Harbor 
gardens, have state heritage listing and hence special protection. In several cases the soldiers’ 
memorial gardens include elements that have become iconic local landmarks in their own right, for 
example the Norfolk Island pine trees that mark the site of the Victor Harbor and Port Elliot gardens, 
Golden Cyprus pines at Cherry Gardens, the rotunda at Goolwa and the central pond at Dutton Park.  

Conclusion 

Soldiers’ memorial gardens were one form of war memorial constructed by various communities 
across South Australia as a means of honouring, remembering and mourning local people who 
participated in World War 1. The use of gardens can be explained in part by the funerary culture that 
re-emerged in the nineteenth century in which garden spaces were created as places to mourn the 
dead, both with and without the presence of a body. Drawing on that antecedent practice, some 
communities replicated those spaces to provide sites in which to privately and collectively mourn in 
lieu of the graves that most knew they would never visit. Soldiers’ gardens were a collective and 
personal response of and for the local community, which subsequently cherished them as living 
memorials to their wartime dead.  
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