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Abstract 
For 26 years, Walter Hill was the longest serving and industrious Director of Brisbane’s Botanic 
Garden. During this period, he created a world-class botanic garden and public park in an area 
that subsequently became known as Gardens Point. Hill trialled, acclimatised and introduced 
numerous plants that made significant contributions to Queensland’s agricultural and economic 
prosperity. Hill also began the cataloguing of Queensland’s native flora and assisted in the explo-
ration and settlement of the state. This article details Hill’s background before his 1852 arrival 
in Australia, and his 1855 employment, first as Superintendent and then later as Director of the 
Brisbane Botanic Garden. Also explained is his role as Colonial Botanist, his involvement with 
the Queensland Acclimatisation Society, and his efforts in cultivating numerous exotic plants, 
such as Victoria regia. Finally, to crystallise his achievements, this work details Hill’s participa-
tion in an 1862 voyage to Queensland’s Cape York. Although Hill’s scientific accomplishments 
are relatively meagre when compared to his contemporaries, such as Ferdinand von Mueller at 
the Melbourne Botanic Garden, and Richard Schomburgk at the Adelaide Botanic Garden, Hill’s 
substantial horticultural contributions to Queensland are nevertheless important and largely un-
acknowledged by the historical record. This work therefore calls for further research to fully 
document his substantial impact and fascinating career. 
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Introduction
In the context of European settlement of Brisbane, 
the area that today comprises the eastern half of 
Gardens Point was from 1826 of crucial importance 
because it was the location of the Government 
Garden that grew food for the fledgling settlement. 
In 1854, the Government Garden evolved into the 
Brisbane Botanic Garden (BBG), which trans-
formed into the City Botanic Gardens in the later 
decades of the 20th century. Today, the western half 
of Gardens Point has developed into the principal 
campus of the Queensland University of Tech
nology and is the location of the Queensland Par-
liament. Regardless of these more recent additions, 

Gardens Point continues to hold an enduring con-
nection to the rapid development and expansion of 
the BBG under the direction of Walter Hill. Under 
his leadership, the derelict Government Garden 
was expanded and totally transformed within a 
few short years into a world-class Botanic Garden 
and public park. During this formative period from 
1855 to 1865, Hill’s achievements were numer-
ous and significant. He is acclaimed as the first 
to comprehend the commercial potential of the 
macadamia, planting the BBG’s first tree in 1858 
(Nock et al., 2019, p. 2). In the 1860s, numerous 
specimens of botanical interest, such as abundant 
palms and pines, tamarind and mahogany trees, 
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had been cultivated by Hill. In 1862, Hill, together 
with John Buhot, crystallised Queensland’s first 
domestically produced sugar from cane grown in 
the BBG (Hill, 1862a, p. 3). This event is important 
as it signalled the foundation of Queensland’s sugar 
industry, which today adds 3.8 billion dollars to the 
state’s economy (Lawrence Consulting, 2022, p. 8). 

Hill’s primary activities of experimentation and 
acclimatisation were centred on establishing the 
economic potential of flora that was mostly exotic 
but also native to Australia. While these activities 
were perfectly aligned with the primary purpose 
of a Botanic Garden, the development of the BBG 
into a public horticultural showcase was likewise at 
the forefront of Hill’s mind (Dowe, 2016, p. 489). 
During this formative period, the industrious and 
hard-working Hill also made significant contribu
tions to the physical exploration of the state, the 
cataloguing of its native flora, and the dissemination 
and advancement of botanical knowledge. While 
the scale of his achievements and the scope of his 
work in Queensland are too numerous and varied 
to detail in this article, what follows is an over-
view of his significant achievements, mostly in the 
early 1860s. 

Walter Hill and His Early Years in Australia
Walter Hill was born on 31 December 1820 in the 
Scottish village of Scotsdyke, County Dumfries
shire (Anonymous, 1904, p.  25; Maiden, 1909, 
p.  377). Before the age of 16, Hill had started a 
gardening apprenticeship at Balloch Castle, County 
Dunbartonshire, under the direction of his brother 
David who was the head gardener. Following this, 
Hill found employment at the F. Dickson Nursery 
on Inverleith Row in Edinburgh, where he worked 
under James Kelly who was a “propagator in the 
houses” (Anonymous, 1904, p. 25). Hill moved to 
Minto House in County Roxburghshire as a fore-
man and worked under Daniel Crichton who was 
the head gardener and forester. After spending two 
years at Minto House, Hill accepted a position at the 
Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, under curator 
William McNab (Anonymous, 1904, p. 25) in 1841 
(Maiden, 1909, p. 377). Following McNab’s recom-
mendation in 1843, Hill was appointed as foreman 
of the Propagation and New Plant Departments 
at the Royal Botanic Garden, Kew (Anonymous, 
1904, p. 25; Maiden, 1909, p. 377). 

FIGURE 1. Walter Hill. Image courtesy of John Oxley 
Library, State Library of Queensland.

While at Kew, Hill was “certified” by both 
Director William Hooker and Curator John Smith as 
having been suitable for the position of curator at the 
Cambridge Botanic Garden, indicating that he was 
apparently well regarded by both of his superiors 
(Anonymous, 1904, p. 25); however, this appoint-
ment did not eventuate (Anonymous, 1904, p. 25). 
While employed at Kew, he married Jane Smith on 
16 September 1849 in Middlesex, England (Queens-
land Family History Society, 2003). Reportedly, as 
he was “ambitious of rising in his profession” and to 
increase his botanical understanding, Hill left Kew 
in October 1851 and migrated to Australia on the 
ship Maitland (Anonymous, 1904, p. 25). 

Arriving in Sydney in February 1852, Hill held a 
notable letter of introduction from William Hooker 
addressed to amateur botanist William Sharp Mac
leay (Sim, 2006, p.  22). Hill also presented addi
tional letters of introduction to Governor Fitzroy 
and the Colonial Secretary, Edward Deas Thomson. 
After a short stay in Sydney, Hill proceeded to the 
Turon River goldfields where he prospected without 
success for six months. He travelled to the Beech
worth and Bendigo goldfields before returning to 
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Sydney in the middle of 1854, where he was intro-
duced to the plant and animal collector Frederick 
Strange through Macleay (Anonymous, 1904, 
p. 25). 

Following an invitation by Strange, Hill joined 
a voyage to Keppel Bay and Cape York in 1854 
onboard the ketch Vision (Anonymous, 1904, 
p.  25). Strange funded this through a commer-
cial agreement with Joseph Rossiter and Gordon 
Korff to collect “tortoise shell, oil or any other 
produce, and to trade and barter” from the islands 
of the north-east. Strange bought, or leased, the 
Vision in Sydney for this voyage and sailed to 
Moreton Bay on 4 September 1854 (Whittell, 
1951, pp. 111–114). Hill boarded the vessel in 
Moreton Bay, sailed north on 29 September and 
reached the “second Percy Island” on 14 October 
(Anonymous, 1854, p. 2). A violent encounter with 
the local inhabitants resulted in the death of four 
members of the party, including Strange. Although 
Hill was on the island at the time, he avoided this 
event. The Vision returned to Moreton Bay on 
13 November (Anonymous, 1854, p. 2), with Hill 
proceeding to visit relatives in Bathurst (Anony-
mous, 1904, p. 25). 

Hill and the Brisbane Botanic Garden
Established in February 1853, the Moreton Bay 
Horticultural Society (MBHS) (Anonymous, 1853, 
p. 2) advocated for a “Public Garden” in Brisbane 
to cultivate and acclimatise plants (Anonymous, 
1855, p.  2). The MBHS lobbied Charles Fitzroy, 
the Governor of New South Wales, in December 
1853 for the establishment of a botanic gar-
den, where indigenous plants could be collected, 
studied and classified, while also acclimatising 
exotic tropical plants. Following Fitzroy’s visit to 
Brisbane in March 1854, he granted seven acres 
for the establishment of the Botanic Garden in the 
area of the previous grounds of the old Govern
ment Garden. For the role of first superintendent, 
William Macleay recommended Hill as both avail-
able and as a very practical botanist and horti
culturalist (Anonymous, 1904, p.  25). Following 
an additional recommendation of Hill by the 
local Government Resident, John Wickham (Sim, 
2006, p.  16), Hill was appointed on 21 February 
1855 by the New South Wales Government 
(McKinnon, 2005). His appointment  was officially 

proclaimed in the New South Wales Govern­
ment Gazette on 23 February 1855 (Government 
of New South Wales, 1855a, p.  483). To sup-
port Hill, a Committee of Management was 
appointed, which comprised William Augustine 
Duncan, Robert Ramsay Mackenzie and Thomas 
Jones (Government of New South Wales, 1855b, 
p.  1780). On the insistence of Hill (Anonymous, 
1904, p.  26), Wickham in 1855 lobbied and suc-
cessfully expanded the grounds of the Botanic 
Garden to 28 acres southward into Garden Point 
and eastward towards the Brisbane River (Sim, 
2006, p.  16). Hill, while confirming these points 
in his report to the Colonial Secretary on 6 May 
1861, did describe them slightly differently, stat-
ing that the initial grounds measured six acres and 
were subsequently enlarged to 27.5 acres. He stated 
that it was the Trustees, who it is assumed were the 
Committee of Management, who had secured the 
larger site allocation, with an extensive river front-
age that was at that time enclosed by a fence (Hill, 
1861, p. 1115). 

In 1859, when Queensland achieved terri
torial separation from New South Wales, Hill was 
officially appointed as the Director of the BBG 
and Keeper of both the Government Domain 
and Brisbane’s Queen’s Park (Queensland Govern
ment, 1860, p. 104). In 1860, Hill was additionally 
appointed and tasked with the collection and trans-
port of numerous articles of Queensland’s “prod
uce or manufacture” for display at London’s 1862 
Great Exhibition for Industrial Products (Queens
land Government, 1860, p.  355). Hill was also 
appointed as Queensland’s Government Botanist 
during this period (Sim, 2006, p. 18). Adding fur-
ther to his mounting involvements and responsi-
bilities, in 1863 Hill was appointed as Queensland’s 
Selector of Agricultural Reserves (Queensland 
Government, 1864, p.  829). This rapid progres-
sion undoubtedly reflected the great faith that the 
Queensland Government had in Hill – a faith that 
was inspired by his physical transformation of, and 
the activities that he undertook within, the BBG.

As early as 1856, visitors to the BBG recounted 
how Superintendent Hill had shown them a plan of 
the garden (Anonymous, 1856, p.  2). They noted 
the long river frontage, numerous walkways, the 
labourers’ accommodation, and that only eight 
of the 27 acres had been “trenched and planted”.  
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As for the plan, they reported that it specified 
the arrangement of the garden into 34 divisions 
(Anonymous, 1856, p. 2): 

  1. � Main entrance from Albert Street.
  2. and 3. Entrance to the grand walk.
  4. � Pinetum. – The genera will be mixed, in order 

that the failure of defective growth of one 
genera may have a chance of being compen-
sated by the growth of that or those adjoining.

  5. �Arrangement of plants that are indigenous to 
the four quarters of the globe.

  6. � Plants that are indigenous to Australasia, and 
used for their timber in industrial arts.

  7. � Florists’ flowers, arranged according to their 
colours, and times of flowering.

  8. �Araucaria Bidwillii and the Bowrie Pine. 
  9. � Ornamental Flowering Shrubs.
10. � Rosarum (climbing roses).
11. � Dwarf and Standards.
12. � Bambusa, Araundinacea, and other weep

ing trees.
13. �Aquarium, for the Victoria Regia, and other 

aquatics.
14. �Rock work.
15. �Aquarium, for the use of the nursery-ground 

etc., etc.
16. �A general arrangement according to the natu

ral method of Jussieu, etc., etc.
17. �Illustrations on plants, as the different kind 

of live hedges. These must always be matter 
of interest to the agricultural population of 
this colony, but though of vast importance 
they have been neglected.

18. �Arrangement of plants that are indigenous 
to New Holland, arranged according to the 
method of Linnaeus.

19. �Rustic seat, moss house.
20. �Plants cultivated for their timber.
21. �Plants cultivated for their herbage and forage.
22. �Plants cultivated for their seeds and straw.
23.  �Plants cultivated for their medicinal properties.
24. � Plants cultivated for their utility in arts and 

manufactures.
25. �Plants cultivated for their fruits as an article 

of the dessert.
26. �Plants cultivated chiefly for their roots.
27. � Plants cultivated for their aromatic substances.
28. � Museum of Economic Botany, for the de

posit of those vegetable products that are 

eminently curious or in anywise serviceable 
to mankind; it is consequently of the highest 
importance, if simply for instructional pur-
poses, and essential to a young commercial 
colony, as must be evident to any person 
who reflects on the innumerable wants of the 
human race. The ship-builder, the carpenter, 
the cabinet-maker, the general merchant, 
the manufacturer, the weaver, the physician, 
the druggist, the dyer, the oil and colourman, 
etc., etc., would find the several objects in 
which they are from, and the names of the 
plants from which they are procured.

29. �Pleasure ground. The trees forming the arbo-
retum will be planted at stated distances in a 
fixed order, along the walks of the pleasure 
ground. The clumps necessary for breaking 
the lines and fulfilling the general plan of 
the garden, will be made up of a selection 
of really ornamental trees, quite indepen
dent of the scientific collections.

30. � Reserve ground as a nursery for plants.
31. � Enclosure for dwelling houses and other 

offices.
32. � Grass lawn for horticultural flower shows.
33. �Bank near the river – grass.
34. � Labyrinth.

While neither the location, or existence, of this 
original plan is known, the layout and features 
described on it have been proposed as similar to 
those that were shown on Ham’s Map of the City of 
Brisbane of 1863 (Sim, 2006, pp. 24–26). 

The prominent, central feature evident in the 
Botanic Garden on Ham’s Map of the City of 
Brisbane is an “Aquarium for Victoria regia”. 
Considering this emphasis, this was clearly impor-
tant and thus requires further explanation.

The 1856 visitor’s report contained a descrip-
tion of the “Aquarium for Victoria regia and other 
aquatics” (Anonymous, 1856, p. 2): 

… beautiful little oblong island, which is 
approached by two rustic bridges, decorated with 
fanciful rock-work, among which are planted 
bananas to afford a temporary shade to numerous 
tender ferns, until palms and other trees supply 
the want. This lovely spot has been reclaimed 
from a marshy piece of ground, and the place 
is still surrounded with tall bamboos and their 
young shoots. 
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FIGURE 2. Ham’s map of the city of Brisbane, Queensland. Image courtesy of John Oxley Library, State Library 
of Queensland.
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FIGURE 4. Fern Island as painted by Marianne North in 1880. Image courtesy of Royal Botanic Garden, Kew 
(CC BY-NC licence).

In a report that Hill made to the Queensland 
Legislative Assembly on 5 July 1879, he clarified 
that the actual flowering had happened in January 
1858 (Hill, 1879, p. 968):

In 1857, seeds of the Victoria Regia were received 
from the late Sir William Hooker, Royal Gardens, 
Kew, one of which germinated, and was reared 
in a tub; it was then placed in the aquarium sur-
rounding the palms and tree ferns, at the end of 
October in the same year, and, in the last week 
of January following, I had the pleasure of see-
ing its first flower expand, which was eight inches 
in diameter, the leaves measuring three feet six 
inches. In consequence of heavy rains about that 
time the temperature of the water was lowered 
considerably, and the plant perished. From then 

until now I have been unable to rear plants from 
the seeds sent me, but it gives me much satisfac-
tion to say that seed of it has now germinated, 
and I hope to be able to plant it out in the middle 
aquarium about the end of October, when the 
water, in all probability, will be at a genial tem-
perature to receive it. 

If Hill did manage to flower Victoria regia in 
1858, this would contradict the accepted facts 
concerning its history in Australia (the first flower
ing was recorded as having been accomplished 
in Melbourne by Ferdinand von Muller in 1867 
(Anonymous, 1867a, p.  2; 1867b, p.  3; Maroske, 
1992, pp. 4–5), while its second flowering in 
1868 was accomplished by Richard Schomburgk 
in Adelaide (Anonymous, 1868, p.  169; Payne, 
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1992, pp. 193-200)). If indeed Hill was first, 
it would offer a perfect example as to why the 
Queensland Government would have had such 
faith in Hill and thus allowed his rapid promotion. 

While Hill’s accomplishments in creating a hor-
ticultural showcase complete with Victoria regia 
were impressive, it was his activities with economic 
and medicinal plants that held the most potential for 
Queensland. These undertakings were facilitated 
within the state-sponsored BBG and private con-
cerns like the Queensland Acclimatisation Society.

Hill’s Cultivation of Economic and Medicinal 
Plants in the Brisbane Botanic Garden

The scale of Hill’s success in acclimatising pro-
ductive trees and plants was detailed in his 1861 
(p. 1115) report to the government: “… flourish-
ing in full vigour” in the garden were allspice, 
clove, nutmeg, cinnamon, black pepper, coffee, 
tea, camphor, tamarind, bread fruit, ginger, arrow-
root, caper, tobacco, rice, sarsaparilla, cocoa, date, 
guava, mango, apples, alligator pear, plum, litchi 
and papaw. Hill mentioned that he had planted 
20 types of grapes, 12 types of pineapples, eight 
banana and 10 orange varieties, together with 
eight varieties of cotton. He further described his 
successes in cultivating sugarcane (Saccharum 
officinarum) and stated that its “thriving condition 
would seem to indicate that it might be cultivated 
with profit” (Hill, 1861, p.  1115). Many of these 
species subsequently became significant agricul-
tural crops, with sugar being a prominent example.

Hill wrote to The Courier on 25 April 1862 
and included a sample of sugar, produced by John 
Buhot, that was manufactured from immature 
sugarcane grown in the BBG. While this was the 
result of a crude test, which was solely intended 
to ascertain if sugar could be granulated, Hill 
stated that a further experiment was planned with 
proper equipment that would supposedly produce 
sugar of superior quality than that generally sold 
in Queensland (Hill, 1862a, p.  3). Buhot subse-
quently wrote to The Courier on 2 June 1862 and 
observed that while he was the first person to have 
crystallised sugar in Queensland, he was not the 
first to do so in Australia, this being achieved by 
Thomas Scott in New South Wales some months 
earlier. Nevertheless, he clarified that he had con-
ducted two experiments with sugar crystallisation, 

the first being done with “bright yellow sort – the 
Otaheitan” sugarcane from the BBG, while the 
second, “from Cleveland, were from the dark cane 
ribbon” and conducted under the direct supervision 
of L. Hope and the partial supervision of G. Raff 
and Hill (Buhot, 1862, p. 2). These events launched 
the Queensland sugar industry, and the BBG sub-
sequently distributed numerous plants to aspirant 
sugarcane growers in the years that followed. For 
example, in 1870 Hill noted in his annual report 
that there were 36 varieties of sugarcane growing 
in the BBG and that he had distributed upward of 
50,000 plants, mostly within Queensland (Queens
land Government, 1870, pp. 308–309). Equally, in 
Hill’s 1872 report, he documented that 539 indivi
duals and businesses had received 50,200 sugarcane 
plants that comprised 14 varieties that were being 
grown in the BBG (Queensland Government, 1872, 
p. 1317). More remarkably, in Hill’s 1876 report, 
he documented the distribution of 98,000 sugar-
cane plants and that he had 40 varieties growing in 
the BBG (Queensland Government, 1876, p. 980).        

In 1862, Hill explained that his experiments 
in cultivating the tea plant (Thea bohea) had 
been very successful, with numerous plantations 
that comprised several hundred plants growing 
within the BBG. As with tea, Hill likewise men-
tioned that his trials with cotton were also doing 
well, as was Coffee arabica that was raised from 
seed obtained four years previously. He expressed 
his confidence that tea and coffee could there
fore be successfully cultivated in Queensland. 
Hill remarked that a vacant area to the west of the 
Pinetum had been planted with 25 new species of 
pines. Fibre-yielding plants, including the “Manilla 
hemp, the Jute, the China grass, the African hemp, 
etc.”, together with the medicinal Cinchona cali­
saya, the natural dye Indigofera indica, Urania 
speciosa (traveller’s tree) and Xanthochymus pic­
torius (mangosteen) were also identified as being 
present in the garden (Hill, 1862c, p. 2). Hill noted 
that he was extremely optimistic that he could cul-
tivate Cinchona calisaya with success. He also 
stated that he would arrange to procure Cinchona 
succirubra, this being “the most valuable of the 
species” (Hill, 1862c, p. 2). As for exchanges with 
other institutions, Hill thanked the directors of the 
Ceylon, Melbourne and Sydney Botanic Gardens, 
together with James Veitch of the Royal Exotic 
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Nursery in London, James Warner of Kangaroo 
Point and L. Hope of Kilcoy. Eight thousand plants 
and 700 packets of seeds were reported as having 
been distributed within Queensland, with 1600 tea, 
2000 sugarcane, 200 coffee and 160 ginger being 
the most numerous species. Hill noted that the eco-
nomic success of Queensland would be advanced 
because of the BBG’s success in cultivating and 
distributing these, with sugarcane being identified 
as a prominent example (Hill, 1862c, p. 2). 

In 1864, Hill noted that the successful experi-
ments conducted during the previous two years 
had confirmed the viability of growing tea, coffee, 
sugar, cotton, cinnamon, allspice, ginger, indigo and 
tobacco in Queensland. Hill reported that numer-
ous tropical species introduced into the garden 
in the previous five years, including Mangifera 
indica (mango), Anona squamosa (custard apple), 
Diospyros kaki (Chinese date plum) and Tamarin­
dus officinalis (tamarind), had all borne fruit, while 
the jaca tree (Artocarpus integrifolia) was bear-
ing fruit for the first time. As for sugarcane, a new 
plantation had been established to ascertain the cul
tivation viability of several species including the 
“‘Walta’, ‘Tiloo-ura’, ‘Tiboo’, ‘Chica-ga’, ‘Pinang’, 
‘Diard’ and ‘Guinghan’” (Hill, 1864, p. 1038). Hill 
again reiterated his belief that sugarcane would 
prove tremendously successful in Queensland, 
while also emphasising that he had distributed a sig-
nificant number of cuttings to growers and that their 
increasing demands had far exceeded his limited 
capacity to supply their needs. Hill wrote that Cin­
chona calisaya, noted in his 1862 report (p. 2), was 
in a “healthy condition” (Hill, 1864, p. 1038) and 
that he had approached both William Hooker at Kew 
and William Denison in Madras to procure seed of 
Cinchona succirubra. Hill’s success with oranges, 
including the mandarin, Saint Michael’s bahia, 
Siletta, blood and Parramatta, was noted, with those 
varieties being less susceptible to disease. Several 
new plants and species were introduced during the 
previous two years, including two new varieties of 
banana, Jatropha Manihot (casava) and Jacaranda 
mimosifolia (Hill, 1864, pp. 1037–1038). 

In 1865, Hill reported that his plans to establish 
a Cinchona plantation on the site presently occu-
pied by bananas had suffered a setback. This was 
because two Wardian cases from Walter Denison 
in Madras and a further one from Dr Thwaites 

in Ceylon had been damaged, suffered shipping 
delays, and were thus dead when they eventually 
arrived in Brisbane. The plantations of tea, coffee, 
cinnamon, indigo, senna, pineapples, grapes, etc., all 
continued to flourish; Jatropha Manihot, being the 
sweet, or blue, cassava variety was also mentioned 
by Hill as having been successfully cultivated. He 
also reported that a large donation of cork trees 
(Quercus suber) had been received from Mr George 
Macleay and that he had distributed all of them to 
various individuals within Queensland (Hill, 1865a, 
pp. 1084–1085; 1865b, p. 4).

Hill and the Queensland Acclimatisation 
Society

While Botanic Gardens were state-sponsored ini
tiatives that acclimatised foreign flora and estab-
lished the potential of native flora, Acclimatisation 
Societies were essentially parallel private concerns, 
established for the public good, that acclimatised, 
exchanged and disseminated knowledge of native 
and exotic fauna and flora. In other words, the acti
vities of the Acclimatisation Societies intersected 
with those of the zoological, philosophical and 
natural history societies, and those of the botanical 
gardens with agricultural and pastoral associations. 
Importantly, within the British Empire, Australia 
boasted more Acclimatisation Societies that any 
other colony (Tiffin, 2007, pp. 166–168). 

In 1862, numerous advertisements appeared in 
The Courier that called for gentlemen to attend 
the founding meeting of the Queensland Acclima
tisation Society on 14 August 1862, an event that 
would be chaired by Governor George Bowen 
(Anonymous, 1862d, p.  3). During this inaugural 
meeting, Hill, amongst others, was enrolled as 
both an ordinary member and appointed in an ex-
officio capacity to the Society’s first governing 
Council (Anonymous, 1862d, pp. 2–3). The Council 
met for the first time on 21 August 1862 
and elected a Management Committee that con
sisted of John Bramston, Kearsey Cannan, Robert 
Douglas, Hill, H. C. Rawnsley, T. B. Stephens and 
William Thornton (Anonymous, 1862c, p. 2). Hav
ing thus been established, the Society’s Secretary, 
Lewis Bernays wrote to the Editor of The North 
Australian and Queensland General Advertiser on 
25 October 1862 and requested public assistance 
in the acquisition of “anything either in the animal or 
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vegetable kingdom which the Society may deem it 
desirable to endeavour to acclimatise in this colony”. 
Specifically, the Society sought to acquire “deer from 
the Cape of Good Hope” and “Cashmere goats”, 
while also requesting donations of local talegallas, 
kangaroos, emus and pigeons (Anonymous, 1862b, 
p. 3). To facilitate acclimatisation and exchange, on 
25 November 1862 the Society resolved at its first 
quarterly members’ meeting to lobby the government 
for two grants of land. The first site was to be in the 
immediate vicinity of Brisbane and would serve as a 
depot where animals and birds, either received or in-
tended for exchange, could be kept or acclimatised. 
The second was to be located some distance from the 
city and would be much larger to accommodate deer 
that would supposedly be received from Southern 
Africa and India (Anonymous, 1862a, p. 2). 

The government responded favourably to 
the Society’s first request and granted 20 acres 

of yet-to-be-demarcated land in York’s Hollow 
(Anonymous, 1863b, p.  2). Once surveyed, this 
initial grant was expanded to 32 acres of undulat-
ing land on the north-western side of the Bowen 
Bridge and named Bowen Park after Governor 
George Bowen. Hill, together with three other 
members, was appointed to devise the layout of the 
Park, which would be used for the purposes of the 
Society and public recreation (Anonymous, 1864, 
p. 2). 

Before the establishment of Bowen Park, Hill 
and the BBG’s involvement with the Queens
land Acclimatisation Society appears to have been 
mainly centred on accommodating the plants, 
birds and animals intended for either acclimatisa-
tion or exchange. For example, in the record of the 
Society’s quarterly meeting held on 4 March 1863, 
it was noted that several “Chinese sheep” were in 
a paddock to the rear of Hill’s cottage in the BBG. 

FIGURE 5. Slater’s 1865 Pocket Map of Brisbane, showing Bowen Park and the BBG. Image courtesy of John 
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland.
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Observing that the current parliamentary stables 
would soon become unavailable to the Society, a 
suggestion was made that this paddock could also 
be used as a “new repository … for contributions 
of birds and animals forwarded from the country” 
(Anonymous, 1863a, p.  2). Likewise on 4 May 
1863, Hill reported to the Society’s Management 
Committee that he had received a “wild dog” that 
had been forwarded to the Society by Mr Macgregor 
of Rockhampton (Anonymous, 1863c, p. 2). 

A keeper was soon required to care for the 
numerous birds and animals being kept on behalf 
of the Society within the BBG.  As such, by the 
middle of 1863 a sum of £1 was approved by 
the Society’s Council to provide for this appoint-
ment. (Anonymous, 1863d, p.  2). On 24 August 
1863, it was reported that the Society had con-
structed an aviary in the BBG because of the large 
number of birds being kept there. A further impor-
tant motivation for the construction of this aviary 
was the need to display these birds and thus make 
the Society’s activities known to the general public 
(Anonymous, 1863c, p. 2). This aviary had been the 
topic of discussion and numerous prior meetings of 
the Society (Anonymous, 1863c, p. 2; 1863d, p. 2) 
and it was noted that while the aviary was initially 
located in the BBG, the Society’s intention was that 
it would be moved to Bowen Park at a later date 
(Anonymous, 1863d, p. 2). 

The Cape York Expedition of 1862
An 1862 voyage to Far North Queensland was 
an event that perfectly encapsulated many of Hill’s 
diverse activities: his experiments with plants, estab
lishing the agricultural potential of Queensland, ex-
ploration of the state, and the communication of 
botanical information to the botanical epicentre 
at Kew.

In 1860, Governor Bowen called for the estab-
lishment of a supply station near Cape York. 
A voyage was undertaken from August to October 
1862 by HMS Pioneer to ascertain the best site 
for the station’s establishment (Bowen, 1863–1864, 
p.  114). Bowen noted Hill as the botanist who 
had accompanied this voyage (Bowen, 1863–1864, 
p.  116). Hill’s account of the voyage stated that 
the Pioneer departed Brisbane on 27 August and 
their first stop on 3 September was Fitzroy Island, 
followed by Pelican Island on 5 September and 

Booby Island on 9 September. In addition to flora, 
Hill also recorded the geography, availability of 
fresh water sources, agricultural potential of the 
soil, and the fauna of all the places visited during 
the voyage. On 10 September, the Pioneer com-
menced its return voyage with a stop at Dayman’s 
Island. There, Hill collected two unknown plant 
specimens. The voyage then proceeded to Evans 
Bay, south-east of Cape York Island, where the 
palm Sagus farenifera was documented by Hill. 
Albany Island was visited on 15 September, with 
Hill noting the collection of a species of tree that 
he termed “Parinarcum”, together with Dioscorea 
bulbifera yams. From 18 to 20 September, the main-
land was visited and two large streams and soils 
suitable for small-scale agriculture were noted. Hill 
likewise noted the presence of ginger and turmeric 
and his interaction with the local inhabitants, whom 
he described as helpful and peaceful. Hill recom-
mended this location, Port Albany, to Bowen as 
the site for the proposed station. On 26 September 
the Pioneer reached the mouth of the Endeavour 
River, and two days later it arrived at Dunk Island 
in Rockingham Bay, where Hill again reported the 
presence of Dioscorea bulbifera. The Mackay River 
was explored on 29 September and Hill collected 
three interesting plants: “cycadea”, Zingiberaceae 
and Musa jackeyi banana. Hinchinbrook Island was 
explored on 30 September, followed by Port Denison 
Bay and the settlement of Bowen on 1 October. 
While in Bowen, Hill surveyed the Don River and 
collected 50 botanic species, none of which was 
new to science. On 10 October, Rockhampton’s 
Agricultural Reserve and Recreation Ground was 
visited, with Hill recording his intention to plan 
its “laying out and ornamentation … with trees, 
shrubs, etc.” (Hill, 1862b, pp. 2–3). Gladstone’s 
Agricultural Reserve was examined on 18 October, 
followed by a visit to Maryborough’s Cotton Com
pany on 21 October, where Hill noted very healthy 
cotton plants on the 20 acres under cultivation. The 
Pioneer returned to Brisbane on the morning of 
24 October (Hill, 1862b, pp. 2–3).  

In Hill’s 1864 annual report to the Government, 
he stated that during his trip on the Pioneer 
he had collected some examples of flora that he 
had dutifully forwarded to Kew, noting that he had 
encountered the sandalwood tree (Santalum album) 
on the banks of the Endeavour River and also at 
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Port Denison (Hill, 1864, pp. 1037–1038). A fur-
ther reflection on the 1862 expedition was made in 
Hill’s annual report of 1865. He observed that he 
had collected numerous useful indigenous plants 
that would be particularly attractive for exchange. 
These included a new edible plant, a pineapple-like 
“Scitamineous plant”, a species of Eugenia that 
was known to settlers as the cherry tree, a novel 
“Cycadaceous plant”, as well as Cycas media, 
Musa jackii, and Nelumbium leichhardtii, together 
with numerous ferns that Hill believed were new to 
science (Hill, 1865a, pp. 1084–1085; 1865b, p. 4). 

Conclusion
We are fortunate that Hill’s most enduring botanic 
contributions, like the original macadamia tree 
planted in 1858, are still physically evident within 
the grounds of the City Botanic Gardens. These 
bear testament to his efforts in acquiring, cultivat-
ing and acclimatising exotic and native flora. Within 
the BBG, Hill, as more of a practical gardener 

than a trained botanist, experimented, refined and 
distributed agricultural and food crops which fed 
colonial Queensland and laid the foundations for 
future significant industries such as sugar. However, 
because the Gardens have long since transformed 
into a public park, Hill’s ground-breaking contri-
butions in the introduction of numerous crops and 
fruits into the Queensland colony are not evident 
today. Hill was likewise active in the catalogu-
ing of Australia’s native flora and in the European 
exploration of the colony, and played a formative 
role in establishing and moulding the fledgling 
Queensland Acclimatisation Society. 

Walter Hill was thus central to the forma-
tive development of Queensland. Regardless of 
his impressive record, the fact remains that this 
research has only briefly documented some of his 
accomplishments until 1865. As such, Hill is still 
a largely unknown personality and further research 
is necessary to firmly establish his legacy in the 
historical record.  
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