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Edward George Kilburn (1859-94) 

Edward Kilburn’s death at the age of 34 of typhoid fever1 cut short what 
would have been a remarkable career. His early death has perhaps led to 
other architects of the period being better remembered. In the central 
Melbourne, his most prominent commercial building, the design (1887) for 
which was jointly submitted with his then partner W. H. Ellerker, was for the 
Federal Coffee Palace, later renamed the Federal Hotel. It suffered the misfortune 
to be demolished in 1973. Today, his work in the city is best represented by 
the City of Melbourne Buildings (1888) on the corner of Elizabeth and Little 
Collins-streets. Most Melbournians would be hard-pressed to nominate any 
buildings by Kilburn, either in partnership with Ellerker, Pitt or as sole 
architect, yet he was responsible for the design of a number of residential and 
commercial buildings in Melbourne and its suburbs. Some of these have been 
lost; others are as yet unidentified. Fortunately, many remain. 

A great aid to the identification and preservation of the Kilburn legacy has 
been the work of Professor Miles Lewis and the Faculty of Architecture, 
Building and Planning of Melbourne University. This has involved the 
development of a number of resources: Lewis’ Research databases2: The 
Australian Architecture Index and Melbourne Mansions; and the ‘Edward George 
Kilburn Photographs’.3 The Australian Architectural Index was originally 
developed in 1976–86 and digitised in 2008-09. The database contains 159 
records relating to Kilburn drawn largely from contemporary journals and 
other nineteenth century records. ‘Edward George Kilburn Photographs’ 
introduces the 107 photographs collected by Kilburn on a trip to America in 
1889. Lewis’ account of how they came to be part of the collection of the 
Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning is described, as well as what 
they reveal about Kilburn’s architectural interests. 

!In 1894, two death notices appeared, one in The Argus4 and the other in The 
Mercury5. The first notice recorded the architect’s death on 23 April, at his late 
residence, ‘Woodlands’ in Yarra-street, St. James Park, Hawthorn, aged 34. It 
identified his wife as Cecilia Reid Kilburn. The notice in the Tasmanian 
newspaper, replaced the reference to his wife with the name of his father, 
‘Douglas T. Kilburn’. Douglas T. Kilburn had been a prominent identity in 
Hobart between his arrival in the Van Diemen’s Land, and his death in 1871. 
He had at one stage been a member of the Tasmanian Parliament. [There is a 
record of Douglas Thomas Kilburn on the Parliament of Tasmania website 
which includes his portrait.] This is perhaps of less interest today than 
Douglas T. Kilburn’s professional work, particularly in Melbourne between 

                                                
1 Australasian Builders and Contractor’s News, 28 April 1895, p.197; Australian 
Architectural Index. 
2 Lewis M 2012, Research Databases, http://www.mileslewis.net/research-
database.html. 
3 Lewis M 2012, ‘Edward George Kilburn Photographs’, 
http://www.mileslewis.net/kilburn/. 
4 The Argus, 24 April 1894, p.1. 
5 The Mercury, 28 April 1894, p.1. 
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1847 and 1849. 

In Lewis’ analysis of the Edward G. Kilburn photographs, he notes that the 
architect was ‘himself a keen photographer’.6 This should come as no surprise 
given his family heritage, being born the youngest son of one of Australia’s 
great photographers. Gael Newton, Senior Curator of Photography, National 
Gallery of Australia, writes about one particular acquisition of Douglas T. 
Kilburn’s work. 

The Gallery recently acquired one of the rarest and most sought after pioneer works 
of Australian photography – a daguerreotype portrait of an Australian Aboriginal 
man and two younger companions – that had lain for over two decades in a private 
collection in London. The gem-like image belongs to a group of at least ten portraits 
of Victorian Aboriginal people taken in 1847 by Douglas Thomas Kilburn (1811-
1871), the first resident professional photographer in Melbourne. Kilburn’s portraits 
are the earliest surviving photographs of Aboriginal people in Australia and among 
the earliest anywhere of Indigenous people.   
Kilburn DT 1847, ‘South-east Australian Aboriginal man and two younger 
companions.’7 

The connection between the architect son, and photographer father, is 
important as it establishes a commitment within a family to cultural 
expression. The elder Kilburn’s groundbreaking portrayals of Indigenous 
peoples were later paralleled in the son’s innovative approach to architectural 
design at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Douglas T. Kilburn had arrived in the Port Phillip District in about 1842. After 
a period in partnership with his brother as a customs agent, he ended the 
partnership in 1846.8 In 1847, he began advertising in The Melbourne Argus9 for 
customers to have their portraits taken by daguerreotype. This business, 
together with extensive land speculation was to occupy him until his 
departure from the colony in 1849.10 After a short period in Sydney (1849-50)11 
we next hear of his work being published in The Illustrated London News12 
where ‘Aboriginal Australians, daguerreotyped in Port Phillip by Mr. 
Kilburn’, appears. Douglas T. Kilburn was to marry his second wife, Anna 
Maria Patterson, in 1852 at St. Georges Church on the Isle of Man.13 Both were 
to return to Melbourne that same year where he attempted to liquidate his 
extensive real estate14, before sailing with his wife, and daughter from his first 
marriage, to Hobart Town. 

                                                
6 Lewis M 2012, ‘Edward George Kilburn Photographs’. 
7 Newton G 2010, ‘South-east Australian Aboriginal man and two younger 
companions 1847’, National Gallery of Australia, 
cs.nga.gov.au/Detail.cfm?IRN=163154. 
8 The Melbourne Argus, 14 August 1846, p.3. 
9 The Melbourne Argus, 20 August 1847, p.3. 
10 The Argus, 3 July 1849, p.3. 
11 The Sydney Morning Herald, 19 November 1849. 
12 Illustrated London News, 26 January 1850. 
13 The Argus, 7 April 1852, p. 4. 
14 The Argus, 9 September 1852, p.3. 
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In Hobart, Kilburn’s wife gave birth to four sons in 185315, 185416, 185517and 
1859. Edward G. Kilburn was the fourth son. The Courier records his birth at 
‘Bertrams’, the residence of the Kilburn family in Hobart Town, on 6 
February.18 Other children were also to be born, although the dates of their 
births have not yet been identified. Douglas T. Kilburn was to die in Hobart in 
10 March 1871 at the age of 5819 when his son Edward was 12 years old. He is 
buried at St David Cemetery in Hobart. A plaque marks his place of burial. A 
photograph of the plaque is included on the Australian Cemeteries Index 
website. 20 

Contemporary records report that the young Kilburn attended Scotch College 
in Melbourne, without providing a date range.21 This presumably followed 
the death of his father in 1871. Between 1874 and 1884, two of his brothers and 
a sister were all to be married in Victoria: Adela in 187422, Douglas Charles in 
188223, and Henry in 188424. This would indicate that the family had returned 
to Victoria after Douglas Kilburn’s death. 

The Australian Architects Index contains a number of records from the period 
relating to Kilburn’s articles and indentures. It is clear that he was articled to 
Nathaniel Billing in Melbourne.25 In 1882 at the age of 23, he returned to 
Hobart to become chief draughtsman in the office of Henry Hunter.26 By 1885, 
he had returned to Melbourne and had formed an architectural partnership 
with William Henry Ellerker.27 An interesting aside is that he was clearly 
living in St. Kilda Street in a house called ‘The Elms’. The Building and 
Engineering Journal records him as the owner of a ‘pipe organ in 188828. This is 
the same year in which he was commissioned by George Ramsden to build 
Byram in Studley Park Road, Kew. 

In 1889, The Argus reported that on the 26 February, Kilburn married Cecilia 
Reid Elsdon at Trinity Church, East Melbourne29. A nine-month trip to Europe 
and America that was noted in the Building, Engineering and Mining Journal30, 
                                                
15 The Courier, 20 January 1853, p.2. 
16 The Courier, 20 June 1854, p.2. 
17 The Courier, 9 November 1855, p.2. 
18 The Courier, 7 February 1859, p.2. 
19 The Mercury, 11 March 1871, p.4. 
20 Australian Cemeteries Index, ‘Inscription for Douglas Thomas Kilburn’, 
austcemindex.com/inscription.php?id=8041704. 
21 Victoria and Its Metropolis, ii, p.516; Australian Architectural Index.! 
22 The Australasian Sketcher with Pen and Pencil, 3 October 1874, p.98. 
23 The Sydney Morning Herald, 9 February 1882, p.1. 
24 The Argus, 1 April 1884, p.1.! 
25 Australasian Builders and Contractor’s News, 28 April 1894, p.197; Australian 
Architectural Index. 
26 Ibid. 
27 The Argus, 28 February 1885. 
28 ‘Residence of E. G. Kilburn,’ Building and Engineering Journal, 1 September 
1888, p.160.   
29 The Argus, 9 March 1889, p.1. 
30 Building, Engineering and Mining Journal, 14 December 1889, p.484; Australian 
Architectural Index. ! 
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followed the wedding. It was during this trip that the photographs of 
American architecture were presumably purchased. 

Following his return to Australia, two sons were to be born of the marriage, 
the first on 11 April 189031, and the second on 15 March 189332. The first son 
was born in East Melbourne, the second at the family home ‘Woodlands’. He 
and Ellerker were to dissolve their architectural partnership at the end of 
189033 and he was, from the beginning of 1891 until his death in 1894, to work 
in sole practice. 

Kilburn’s ‘Last and Only Will and Testament’ made in 1895, together with his 
wife’s application for probate, can be accessed online from the Public Records 
Office of Victoria website. The Will reads as follows: 

This is the last and only Will and Testament of me Edward George 
Kilburn of Collins Street West in the City of Melbourne in the Colony of 
Victoria Architect, after the payment of all my just debts funeral and 
testamentary expenses I give devise and bequeath all my real and personal 
property whatsoever and wheresoever unto my dear wife Cecilia Reed 
Kilburn absolutely And I appoint the said Cecilia Reed Kilburn Sole 
Executrix of this my Will And lastly I declare that William Crawford of 
Chancery Lane in the said City of Melbourne Solicitor shall be the Solicitor 
to my estate and shall do the necessary work in taking out probate to my 
said Will and otherwise proving the same In Witness whereof I the said 
Edward George Kilburn have hereunto set my hand this twentieth day of 
March One thousand eight hundred and eighty nine.  
Edwd G Kilburn.34 

Probate and Letters of Administration on the estate of Edward Kilburn was 
issued in 1895. His estate was valued at £2,288.35 

Kilburn was buried in The Melbourne General Cemetery beside his father-in-
law’s grave. His wife, Cecilia, was subsequently to be buried with him when 
she died 40 years later. The following photograph by Susan Thompson shows 
both headstones36. 

                                                
31 The Argus, 26 April 1890, p.1. 
32 The Argus, 16 March 1893, p.1. 
33 The Argus, 1 January 1891, p.8. 
34 ‘Kilburn, Edward Geo’, Index to Wills, Probate and Administration Records 
1841–1925, Public Record Office of Victoria; prov.vic.gov.au/wills-and-probate.   
35 The Argus, 8 February 1895, p.3.   
36 The Elsdon and Kilburn graves, Melbourne General Cemetery; Photographer: 
Susan Thompson 2011. 
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Figure 1: The Elsdon and Kilburn Graves. Photo: Susan Thompson 2011 

  

Kilburn:	  The	  Architect	  
That Edward George Kilburn (1859-1894) is not better known is unsurprising, 
given the shortness of his life and the vicissitudes of time. While he was 
responsible for some groundbreaking architectural designs in Melbourne and 
its suburbs, few examples of his major works survive, and fewer examples of 
his lesser works have been identified. Only one work, a former bank in 
Hawthorn was nominated for the initial listing of the ‘Register of the National 
Estate’. Three examples of his work are included on the ‘Victorian Heritage 
Register’: Cestria (H1924); the Former Priory Ladies School (H0276); and the 
former City of Melbourne Building (H0437). Cestria and the City of Melbourne 
Building are also listed by the National Trust of Victoria as being of statewide 
significance. 

The Australian Architectural Index includes 159 records relating to Kilburn. 
These records were compiled and digitised over-time from primary sources. 
The Index is not guaranteed to record all buildings designed by Kilburn, as it 
relies on contemporary accounts in newspapers and journals of competitive 
tendering. Other records in the Index have been compiled from sources such 
as the two-volume Victoria and its Metropolis: Past and Present (1888), however 
only significant buildings would have been noted in such publications. While 
the inclusion of 159 records within an architectural database might sound 
promising, many records list separate references to the same building, such as 
Kilburn’s design for the Melbourne Coffee Palace. 
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From 1882 until 1890, Kilburn worked as an employee or within partnerships. 
This can make the attribution of particular designs to him during this period 
problematic. An interesting case is raised within Record 2667 of the Index: 
‘Perspective of Insurance offices, Hobart, designed by Henry Hunter’ signed, 
‘E. G. Kilburn, Melbourne’.37 From 1882 to 1885, Kilburn worked as chief 
draughtsman in Hunter’s architectural office in Hobart. That he should sign 
his work as chief draughtsman is plausible, but only two years later in 1885, 
he was to return to Melbourne and join in full and equal partnership with W. 
H. Ellerker. To what extent might the signature indicate input into the design? 

When Kilburn joined Ellerker in their new joint practice at 14 Market-
buildings, Collins-street West, he was entering into a partnership that would 
last for six years. During those years, we know that the two architects 
completed new work, or undertook additions to existing structures, either as 
a sole practice or jointly with other architects. From 1885 to the end of 1890, 
the practice completed at least 48 separate projects: an average of eight per 
year. These projects could range from the designing and supervision of 
additions and alterations to the Emerald Hill baths to the design of a large 
block of buildings for The City of Melbourne Building Society. Within these 
48 projects, assigning a design to Kilburn or to Ellerker can be based on a 
range of factors. 

Lewis contends that Ellerker had been a ‘… relatively conservative architect, 
entered politics, and took a thirteen month trip to Europe and the United 
States’, and that during this period that Kilburn essentially ran the practice.38 
Ellerker, his wife and two children are listed as passengers on the ‘Orient’, 
heading for London via Suez and Naples on March 188739 so the period in 
question would have been approximately March 1887 to May 1888. During 
this period, there are only two really significant works undertaken by Kilburn 
for the practice: The City of Melbourne Buildings in Elizabeth Street and the 
design for Byram in Studley Park Road. 

But it is worth going back and taking a more global approach to Ellerker & 
Kilburn’s work on a yearly basis, focusing on the kinds of work that they 
produced and the significant works they completed. 

W. H. Ellerker & E. G. Kilburn (1885–1890) 
1885 - !Ellerker and Kilburn tendered for 14 projects in 1885. There were an 
equal number of residential and commercial projects. Most were suburban, 
with only four in the centre of Melbourne. Projects ranged in size and scope 
from alterations to a shop in Swanston-street to the design for the Federal 
Coffee Palace in an open competition. The concept of architectural competition 
was well entrenched in nineteenth century Melbourne. The firm, and later 
Kilburn separately, were to win a number of these. Victory in competitions 

                                                
37 Lewis M 2012, ‘Record 2667: Australian Architecture Index, 
http://www.mileslewis.net/australian-architectural.html. ! 
38 Lewis M 2012, ‘Edward George Kilburn Photographs’, 
http://www.mileslewis.net/kilburn/. 
39 ‘Index to Outward Passengers to Interstate, UK, NZ and Foreign Ports 1852–
1915’, Public Record Office of Victoria, prov.vic.gov.au/research/ships-and-
shipping. 
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was no guarantee that the design architect would be granted the job of 
supervising the construction. The Federal Coffee Palace was a famous example 
of the latter, where the directors took Ellerker & Kilburn’s design and gave it 
to another architect to carry out. The scandal raged in the Melbourne press 
throughout December 1885, until the directors were forced to relent. Finally, 
Ellerker & Kilburn with William Pitt, the second prizewinner, were 
announced the joint architects. Ellerker, Kilburn and Pitt were to work jointly 
on the project for the next three years. 

1886! - While the firm of Ellerker & Kilburn tendered for almost the same 
number of projects in 1886, tenders won included no really significant 
buildings. While other architects in the period were building grandiose town 
halls for new municipalities, Ellerker & Kilburn were contracted to build a 
very modest shire hall in Oakleigh. Nor were churches to be part of their 
legacy notwithstanding a Protestant Hall40 in Cheltenham (and a later 
Congregational church in Surrey Hills [see 1890]. In 1886, not a single project, 
apart from those that they were continuing, was in the central business 
district of Melbourne. Otherwise their portfolio for the year is filled with 
cottages, villas, two-storey houses and shops. 

1887 - !In 1887, the number of buildings that the practice tendered for halved 
to six. The City of Melbourne building was the prize. Otherwise the year was 
filled with continuing projects such as the Federal Coffee Palace, villas and 
terraces. 

1888! - This year marked the first time that the architects completed work for a 
location outside Melbourne. They designed the first wing of the Alexandra 
Hospital and at the end of the year responded to and later won a tender to 
design and build the Mountain Home Hotel at Riddell’s Creek. The Protestant 
Hall at Chelsea must have been successful because they also won a tender to 
complete a Free Library in the same area. With William Pitt, Ellerker & Kilburn 
submitted a successful design for the Victorian Finance Guarantee & Share Co. 
Ltd buildings in Bourke-street, which would become known as the ‘Oxford 
Chambers’. Even though it is not reported on in the press or the building 
journals, it is noted in Victoria and its Metropolis that Ellerker and Kilburn 
designed a residence in Studley Park for a leading colonist.41 The colonist was 
George Ramsden, and the house Byram. 

1889 - !Kilburn’s year was to be dominated by marriage and nine-months of 
travel. Following the Melbourne Centennial Exhibition of the previous year, 
the architects were to receive a number of awards for design and drawing. 
They also tendered for work involving dismantling, moving and adapting 
components of the Exhibition. In this, the second last year of the partnership, 
residential commissions and tenders dramatically declined. A tender for three 
villas in Prahran was the only residential work completed. 

1890! - In the year following Kilburn’s return from America, four projects are 
                                                
40 The Cheltenham Protestant Hall is currently a Fernwood Women’s Health Club. 
It is located at 1261 Nepean Highway, Cheltenham, There is an article on the 
Protestant Hall on the City of Kingston website. The article includes historic 
images of the hall. 
41 Sutherland A 1888, Victoria and its Metropolis: Past and present, vol.ii, p.516. 
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recorded as having been won by tender by the partnership. One involved the 
alteration to an existing city store. The other three projects involved the 
design of buildings that still exist, two of which are well known, albeit for 
different reasons. The Wycliffe Congregational Church in Surrey Hills was a rare 
ecclesiastical work by the partnership. A bank was to be designed for the 
Commercial Bank of Australasia at the corner of Burke and Camberwell-
roads. Finally, the addition to the Priory Ladies’ School in Alma Road, St Kilda, 
would employ what would become popularly known as the ‘American 
Romanesque’ style. This style would later become identified with some of 
Kilburn’s most distinctive architectural designs. Finally, on December 31, the 
partnership of Ellerker & Kilburn would formally be dissolved. 
 

E. G. Kilburn (1891-94) 
In a period of just over three years between the ending of Kilburn’s 
partnership with Ellerker and his death at the end of April 1894, he completed 
designs for at least 17 projects. These included at least two projects of national 
significance. 

1891! - This year might not have been in retrospect the best of years to attempt 
to run a sole architectural practice. However, the reduced requirement to 
share profits with a partner who was more interested in his role in local 
government, may have constituted a financial blessing. Certainly the number 
of tenders won increased and they represent a spread of commercial, 
residential, metropolitan and rural commissions. Two buildings were located 
in the City of Boroondara. Cestria at 521 Glenferrie Road, Hawthorn was a 
continuation of Kilburn’s new interest in the American Romanesque style. 
The Victorian Heritage Register describes it as ‘the greatest domestic example 
of the American Romanesque style of architecture in Victoria’. The second 
was the former Commercial Bank of Australasia building on the corner of 
Glenferrie and Burwood-roads. The building is on the original Register of the 
National Estate and is described in its entry as an important example of 
Kilburn’s work.42 

1892! - Perhaps the Depression of the 1890s explains the small number of 
tenders won by Kilburn in 1892. Two involved additions to shops in the city, 
a third the building of a wooden cottage on a wharf. 

1893! - In 1893, there were to be no major tenders won by Kilburn. He 
successfully tendered for and won two commercial and one residential 
tender. Two of these modest projects were for a cellar in a commercial store in 
Yea and for a cottage in Tarago. A commercial tender involved installing 
electric lighting in the business premises of Gollin and Co. in Bourke-street. 

1894! - In the four months leading up to Kilburn’s death at the end of April 
1894, more tenders were won than in the preceding year. A new feature of 
sub-tenders in 1894 was the requirement for builders to lodge deposits of 
between £20 and £30 with submissions. The major residential tender won was 
for a large villa at Camberwell for Robert Mellor, Esq., solicitor in the 
Modern-chambers, Melbourne. While the villa has still not been positively 
                                                
42 Australian Heritage Commission 1981, The Heritage of Australia, Macmillan, 
Australia, p.3/31. 
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identified, it is presumed to have been built in Russell-street, Camberwell. 
The practice continued after Kilburn’s death, fulfilling contractual obligations 
and in some cases seemingly winning new tenders. 

 

Kilburn:	  The	  architect	  of	  Byram	  
Earlier sections have described the life of Kilburn and his architectural 
practice in Melbourne between 1885 and his death in 1894. This third and 
final section focuses on his design of Byram in Studley Park Road. He 
designed the house for George Ramsden in 1888, while working as a partner 
in the architectural practice of Ellerker & Kilburn. The mansion allegedly took 
a number of years to build and was, in its heyday, one of the great mansions 
in Victoria.  

The excavations and earthworks for a house of the size and weight of Coonoor 
must have been substantial. Engineering considerations are the most difficult 
aspects of an architect’s work to gauge, especially when a house and its plans 
no longer exist. Certainly, Kilburn had already designed much larger 
buildings requiring significantly more complex engineering solutions. These 
had included the Federal Coffee Palace (1885) in Collins-street [demolished 
1973] and the City of Melbourne Building Society building (1887) in Elizabeth-
street. 

Like other mansions on Studley Park Road, Coonoor was to be set well back 
from the frequently dusty road. The levelled ground on which the house was 
built is still recognisable in the terrain of later properties at the northern end 
of Tara Avenue. They sit on a wide ‘platform’ of land that descends to 
another platform that forms the turning court at the top of the Avenue. The 
earthworks of 1888 supported the weight of the entire structure and 
concealed the considerable cellars that were built within the foundations. 

The first ‘agreed’ reference to the architectural style of Byram occurs when the 
house, by then renamed Goathland, was put up for sale by Sir Malcolm 
McEacharn in 1906. By then, 15 years after construction had been completed, 
it is described as a ‘magnificent brick and red-tiled Elizabethan mansion’.43 
Later writers such as David Latta have accepted this designation, describing 
the house as a rare example in Australia of the ‘Elizabethan Revival’ style.44 
Latta describes the characteristics of the style as being: 

… distinguished by a jumble of chimney-stacks, turrets, finials, and gables. 
Bay and oriel windows projecting from the building line were also favoured. 
And while the traditional arrangement of hall, grand staircase and great 
chamber were tempered somewhat in the nineteenth-century interpretation, 
the result was nonetheless impressive.45 

Certainly the tall chimney-stacks of Byram, with their tiny ornamental 
gargoyles were distinctive but they could hardly be described as jumbled. 
                                                
43 The Argus, 1 September 1906, p.6. 
44 Latta D 1986, Lost Glories, p.100. 
45 Latta D 1986, Ibid, p.100. ! 
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They are not significantly different to the chimneys that Kilburn was to 
design for Cestria (1901) in the ‘American Romanesque’ style. Kilburn’s 
designs for Byram did not include turrets and while the gables were a 
distinctive feature of the house, their use in architecture is hardly limited to 
the Elizabethan Revival style. While Kilburn did design two halls and a grand 
staircase for Byram, these were features of numerous mansions on Studley 
Park Road, and not per se an indicator of a particular style. One feature of the 
design that is apparent in his design, which is hardly an Elizabethan Revival 
element, is the extensive use of open verandahs at the front and rear of the 
house. Kilburn added these elements in response to local conditions and their 
forms anticipate early twentieth-century Australian styles. 

Ultimately, the copywriters for Tuckett–Chambers in 1906 needed a name for 
a style of architecture that their readers would recognise, and used that. The 
name stuck. 

Lewis, the Australian expert on Kilburn, contends that: 

Kilburn was already an enthusiast for American architecture, and the 
house Coornor, Kew, of 1888, though described by a contemporary as 
‘German Gothic’, seems closely related to Richard Morris Hunt’s Linden 
Gate, Newport, Rhode Island, of 1873.46 

Richard Morris Hunt designed Linden Gate Mansion in 1872. It has been 
described as a ‘large picturesque cottage’. Hunt’s building was characterised 
by the use of stone, brick and elaborate wooden detailing. The steeply pitched 
roof had intersecting gables and dormers. The porte-cochere on the west 
façade projected from the entrance. It had a flat-hipped roof with a decorative 
balustrade.47 

It is not until you compare photographs of Linden Gate and Coonoor that you 
recognise essential similarities between the two. These include similarly high-
pitched gabled roofs that enabled Kilburn to construct three floors of rooms 
within the house. In both houses there are tall and carefully arranged 
chimneys, recessed balconies and a similar positioning of the porte-cochere. 
Front and rear photographs of Coonoor reveal a similar treatment of dormers. 
The essential external differences are in the building materials chosen by 
Kilburn: red brick and Marseilles tiles, as well as the ornamental detailing of 
the base of the external chimneys. Kilburn’s design also demonstrates a more 
interesting feeling for volume and proportion, at least in this [photographic] 
view of both houses. 

Figures 4 & 5 allow us to compare a similar view of the two houses. 

                                                
46 Ibid. 
47 A very detailed Architectural report on Linden Gate was prepared by Osmund 
Overby as part of the Historic American Building Survey, 1969. It can be accessed at: 
lcweb2.loc.gov/pnp/habshaer/ri/ri0000/ri0061/data/ri0061data.pdf. 
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Figure 2: Linden Gate Mansion48 

 

Figure 3: Byram 49 

No descriptions of Hunt’s work at Linden Gate make reference to an 
Elizabethan Revival or Tudor style. Like architects in Australia, but perhaps 
less eclectically, American architects in the second half of the nineteenth-
century experimented with a range of past forms and styles, searching for 
new architectural vocabularies. In Victoria, Kilburn was experimenting, like a 
number of his contemporaries with newly emerging American styles that had 
in their own ways transformed earlier European models. It might not have 
been surprising after all to a contemporary of Kilburn in Melbourne to have 
seen Byram’s steeply gabled roofs as gothic and German inspired. 

Kilburn designed the entrance to Byram on the eastern side of the house. The 
visitor entered the ground floor though a large tiled porte-cochere. 

                                                
48 Historic American Buildings Survey, ‘View Of West Front – Linden Gate, Old 
Beach Road, Newport, Newport County’, Library of Congress. 
49 ‘Eastern aspect – Coonoor’, illustrated Latta, D 1986,p.101.   
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An unusual feature of Kilburn’s design was a double hallway. A narrow hall 
(25x9ft) led into one of the most architecturally arresting rooms in the house. 
This was the central hall (30x25ft). The advertisement of 1906 describes it as 
one of the ‘finest central halls in Australia’ and allowing for hyperbole, later 
photographs support this. The floor was laid with oak parquetry, while its 
walls were panelled in blackwood. Many of the panels were carved and a 
number were inset with stained glass. The architect counterbalanced the 
massive amounts of polished and carved woodwork on the stairs, balconies, 
panelling and floors with an extensive use of natural light. In addition to the 
large stained glass windows positioned above the first landing of the 
staircase, further light was admitted by domed skylights, which produced a 
‘marked effect’.50 

Dorothy Rogers, writing two years after the house was demolished, suggests 
that Ramsden and his wife had collected the wood for the panelling, stairs 
and flooring on a world trip. She also proposed that Italian workmen were 
specially imported to carve the panelling and stairs.51 While some of these 
claims might be plausible, it should be remembered that Ellerker and Kilburn, 
and Pitt with whom they were still working in partnership on the Federal 
Coffee Palace, had access to some of the best craftsmen and resources in 
Australia. About the quality of the staircase and its dimensions there can be 
no disagreement. At ‘almost 10 foot wide, it rose in a graceful sweep from the 
hall and parted at the top into a balcony effect, to serve the rooms on either 
side, …’52 

 

Figure 4: Byram’s Main Hall 53 

A photograph in Latta of the entrance hall and the ornate fireplace was taken 
at a much later date, but all the significant architectural features remain. If 
there is a Kilburnesque feature, it is the arched inglenook fireplace with its 
extraordinarily detailed stuccowork. A preference for the use of ornamental 
stucco, particularly as a counterpoint to brick was to feature in his grand 
arches on the entrances to the additions to the Priory Ladies’ School (1890) and 

                                                
50 Rogers D 1961, Lovely Old Homes of Kew, p.5. 
51 Ibid, p.5. 
52 Ibid, p.5. 
53 Latta D 1986, op cit, p.103. ! 



Kew Historical Society – Architects of Kew series 

© Robert A Baker, 2012   13 

Cestria. 

The other major ground floor rooms, at least in the initial designs for can only 
be deduced from the sale notice of 1906, and may need to take account of later 
modifications that McEacharn sought from William Pitt. Most probably, 
Kilburn provided six major reception rooms on the ground floor, in all 
likelihood three on either side. They included the following rooms: 

• Drawing Room (30x18ft) with a 4ft deep bay window. The room 
included an arched recess with a mantel and overmantel. 

• Dining Room (33x20ft). This included, typically for the period, a 
blackwood dado, a massive mantel and overmantel. 

• Sitting Room. This included a tiled mantel and overmantel. 
• Boudoir. This ‘retreat’ included a second inglenook with a large 

overmantel. 
• Large Reception Room. This was also used as a schoolroom. 
• Billiard Room/Library. This room was fitted with bookshelves and lit 

by a dome and two large windows. 
A second sale notice from 1911 only mentions three reception rooms in 
addition to the halls: the drawing room, the dining room and a morning 
room.54 It gives the dimensions of the morning room as 27x18ft exclusive of 
the bay window. 

Latta’s chapter in Lost Glories regrettably includes only one other photograph 
of one of the downstairs rooms. 

 

Figure 5: Byram: Reception Room 55 

The room is a confection of grand ornamental stuccowork, and if the house 
had remained, would have been one of the great examples of such work in 
Australia. It is small wonder that Kilburn’s design impressed contemporaries. 
A grand floor to ceiling arched and recessed fireplace dominates the room. 
The carved stucco surrounds include roundels, flowers, tendrils, and 
brackets. The high relief ornamentation extends to the panelled plaster 
ceiling. The windows are surprisingly large for the period, extending virtually 
                                                
54 The Argus, 26 July 1911, p.2. 
55 Latta D 1986, op cit, p.107. ! 
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from floor to ceiling. There is liberal use of patterned stained glass in the 
windows. Columns frame the windows in the room. 

A painters and decorators journal of the period includes an illustration, later 
reproduced in Lane and Serle’s Australians At Home. It depicts painters 
picking out the plasterwork of a ceiling in the house in colour and gold leaf. It 
is possibly the same room as that shown in the Latta photograph. 

 

 

Figure 6: Decorating a ceiling (1889) 56 

On the second storey of the building, Kilburn designed for the Ramsdens and 
their guests, five large bedrooms and four bathrooms. A maid’s bedroom was 
also conveniently positioned on this floor. The main bedroom was a massive 
31x19ft and presumably was positioned to take advantage of one of the major 
balconies at the front or rear of the house. 

On the third storey, there were a further ten rooms. 

Clearly the architectural design included numerous other rooms including a 
kitchen, toilets, servants’ rooms, storage rooms and outbuildings. For the 
designer of hotels and office buildings, this was not an obstacle. 

Kilburn is not known to have designed another residence in Melbourne in a 
similar style to Byram. There again, when you look at many of Kilburn’s 
architectural designs they can be strikingly dissimilar. One would not 
imagine that the Protestant Hall in Cheltenham, the Commercial Bank of 
Australia Ltd building in Glenferrie Road, Byram in Kew and Cestria in 
Hawthorn were designed by the same architect, yet the designs for each were 
within a seven-year period. 

What these buildings, and Byram in particular demonstrate, is that Kilburn 
could achieve mastery of a particular style quickly and do so with distinction. 
It is also easy to forget that he was a young architect. When he designed 
Byram for George Ramsden he was 29 years old and had only been working 
independently as an architect in the Ellerker & Kilburn practice for a little 
over three years. Small wonder that he was still working out his style and that 
                                                
56 ‘Apprenticed to artists decorating’, La Trobe Collection, State Library of 
Victoria, illustrated in Lane & Serle 1990, Australians at Home, O.U.P, p.33. 
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he was open to the influence of foreign architects. 

The work of American architects was to be a major influence on his work in 
the remaining five years of his life, particularly after his nine-month trip to 
Europe and America in the year following the design of Byram. Certain 
features of the design of the design of Byram he was to use in future buildings 
with increasing mastery. These include his use of red brick and Marseilles-
tiles, his signature use of large sections of ornamental stucco in neo-
Romanesque elements. His designs for chimneys in particular was regarded 
as so distinctive that an article about his chimney designs was published in 
1894.57 

 

                                                
57 Australasian Builder and Contractor’s News, 3 February 1894, p.57. 


