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Mary and Henry Roberts with their childreni
©private collection

Statement of Significance: 

Beaumaris demonstrates the commissioning of villa residences on the outskirts of town by the wealthy merchant class during 

the nineteenth century. The property was the home of Tasmania’s first significant private zoological collection , demonstrating 

the development of an interest in fauna and particularly in endemic Tasmanian fauna . This was Tasmania’s second significant 

zoo, in which the Tasmanian devil was bred in captivity for the first time . Surface or subsurface deposits in the area to the 

north-east of the house may have the potential to inform an understanding of the treatment of early-twentieth-century zoo 

exhibits, including their health and diet, and the design of enclosures and their layout. Beaumaris is also significant due to the 

special association with its operator Mary Grant Roberts (1841–1921).

(non-statutory summary)

The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from 

the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

Why is it significant?:

a)

Beaumaris demonstrates the commissioning of villa residences on the outskirts of town by the merchant class in the 

nineteenth century as a statement of their wealth and prestige. While shopkeepers normally lived above their 

business premises, a villa home on the outskirts of town was an expression of ‘living where you wanted to and could 

afford to, and not where you had to’ (Ratcliff 2015, p.1327). The property was the home of Tasmania’s first significant 

private zoological collection. This was something more than a private menagerie or pleasure ground feature, since it 

was open to the public, demonstrating the development of an interest in fauna and particularly in endemic Tasmanian 

fauna.

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.

b)

Beaumaris was the site of Tasmania’s second significant zoological collection , and the first significant private zoo. It 

was an equivalent of the animal and bird collections developed by zoological societies in other Australian cities and a 

forerunner of the commercial zoos operating in Tasmania today . It was one of only three Tasmanian zoological 

collections to exhibit living Tasmanian tigers or thylacines . Although William McGowan senior of City Park, 

Launceston, and James Harrison of Wynyard also dealt in Tasmanian animals at about the same time , Mary Roberts 

was the first Tasmanian zookeeper to bring international attention to Tasmanian fauna (Guiler 1988). She was also the 

first to breed the Tasmanian devil in captivity.

The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

c)

Despite the encroachment of buildings onto the original Beaumaris block, it is possible that some surface or 

subsurface deposits exist in the area to the north-east of the house that have the potential to inform an understanding 

of the treatment of early-twentieth-century zoo exhibits, including their health and diet, and the design of enclosures 

and their layout.

The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s history.
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d)

Beaumaris lost its street frontage when units were built in front of it along Sandy Bay. However, it retains the principal 

characteristics of a villa in the Gothic style. According to the principles of influential nineteenth-century Scottish 

garden designer John Claudius Loudon, a picturesque Gothic gentleman’s residence was only meant to be glimpsed 

from a distance, as is now the case with Beaumaris. Shrubbery along the driveway would have prevented a clear view 

of the house almost until it was reached but would have provided tantalising glimpses of the pleasure gardens 

associated with the house. While the original driveway is no longer used to access Beaumaris, it still exists. Other 

original elements of the design and setting are still evident, including the location of the house on a rise, the terraces 

and pleasure gardens being placed on two sides of the house with lawn in front.

The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s history.

e)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.

f)

No Data Recorded

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or 

spiritual reasons.

g)

Beaumaris has a special association with Mary Grant Roberts (1841–1921), operator of the state’s second significant 

zoo collection and its first significant private zoo collection.

The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

Tasmania’s history.

h) The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

No Data Recorded

Heritage approval is required for work that will result in changes to the nature or appearance

(www.heritage.tas.gov.au)

information about the level of approval required and appropriate outcomes.

Please refer to the Heritage Council's Works Guidelines 

of the fabric of a Heritage place, both internal and external.

for

Heritage Advisors are also available to answer questions and provide guidance on

enquiries@heritage.tas.gov.au or Tel 1300850332

This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the 

place on the Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be 

met. The data sheet is not intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage 

values of the place, there may be other heritage values of interest to the Heritage Council 

not currently acknowledged.

Setting:

Beaumaris is located between Newcastle Street and the busy thoroughfare of Sandy Bay Road at Battery Point in 

inner Hobart.  A modern unit complex now separates the property from Sandy Bay Road, while an older apartment 

block on Newcastle Street encroaches upon the south-western curtilage of the house.  The area includes a mix of 

commercial offices, modern inner-city residential development, and 19th-century homes. 

Description:

REGISTERED AREA

 

This is a whole of title registration (Title 134640/1), reflecting the high heritage significance of the house and 

outbuildings and the contributory significance of the gardens and the historic setting.  In addition, the registration 

includes Hobart City Council reserves along Sandy Bay Road (Titles 134640/10 and 134640/11) which contain mature 

plantings and represent the former street frontage of the Beaumaris property.

 

FEATURES OF HIGH SIGNIFICANCE

 

Built 1878–79, Beaumaris is a two-storey, rendered brick house with Gothic features such as pillared mullions 

between glazing, blind tracery above the upper windows, fretted bargeboards and visually divided chimney tops 

(Ratcliff 2015, vol.2, p.1071).  The slate roof is steeply pitched.  The veranda on the north-eastern side of the house 

features an iron lace frieze and bracketing.  The Roberts family coat-of-arms is visible in this decoration.  The bay 
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window at ground floor level on the north-western façade has a small balcony with decorative iron balusters.  Beneath 

this are the front steps, which formerly led into gardens.  There are elaborate cornices with decorative moulding, 

truncated dormers, iron finials and pendants and a balustraded roof platform.  

 

The house has a picturesque, irregular profile in keeping with the idea of it being viewed from each side (Loudon 1836, 

p.943).  Principles of the design and landscaping appeared to have been derived from John Claudius Loudon, including 

the siting of the house on a rise (Loudon 1836, pp.764, 767, 943) with a lawn in front, the creation of pleasure gardens 

to the left and right of the house (pp.770, 808) and the placement of servants’ quarters, coach house and other 

outbuildings to the rear or out of the main line of view.  The cottage or servants’ quarters was formerly the home of 

Mary Roberts’ zoo assistant Charles Newman (Guiler 1986, p.123).  Loudon stipulated that the drawing room, saloon 

and library should possess the most striking view afforded by the house (Loudon 1838, p.732).  At Beaumaris the 

most striking view is in all directions from the deck at the highest point of the house.  However, the first-floor sitting 

room or drawing room would still have provided extensive views to the north-east over gardens and animal enclosures. 

 Although the animals are gone and the north-eastern extent of the property has been vastly reduced, this can still be 

understood.  The entrance avenue from Montpelier/Sandy Bay Road was flanked by trees which would have afforded 

glimpses of the house and the pleasure grounds before the former was reached (Loudon 1838, pp.426, 732).  The 

original garden would have been in the Gardenesque tradition which Loudon described as

 

the production of that kind of scenery which is best calculated to display the individual beauty of trees, shrubs and 

plants in a state of culture; the smoothness and greenness of lawns; and the smooth surfaces, curved directions, 

dryness and firmness of gravel walks … (Loudon 1838, pp.160–61).  

 

Although Beaumaris’s curtilage has been reduced and the entrance avenue is no longer used as the access to the 

house, the main elements of this design remain and can still be understood.

 

FEATURES OF CONTIBUTORY SIGNIFICANCE

 

Beaumaris retains mature plantings around the house and its gardens to the north-east of the house where the zoo 

was formerly located.  As above, the positioning of extensive pleasure grounds to the north-east was in keeping with 

Loudon’s stipulation that the most striking view should be obtained from the drawing -room, saloon and library.

 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL POTENTIAL

 

The animal enclosures of the Beaumaris Zoo were on the north-eastern side of the house, in keeping with their being 

an element of the property’s pleasure grounds.  Many were built of timber and wire, although there was also a domed, 

steel-framed aviary and other bird enclosures had malthoid roofs.  Some of these enclosures were moved to the 

Queens Domain after 1921 (Guiler 1986, p.123).  Others were simply dismantled.  It is possible that some surface or 

subsurface deposits exist in the area to the north-east of the house that could potentially inform an understanding of 

the treatment of early-20th-century zoo exhibits, including their diet and health, the design of enclosures for different 

animals and their layout.

 

However, our knowledge of the layout of the zoo is very limited.  Only one historic photograph is known to show the 

whole zoo area, HJ King’s 1921 aerial, published in the Weekly Courier newspaper four months before Mary Roberts’ 

death.  The glass plate negative of that image has been lost, leaving us with a blurry impression of the zoo area and 

the enclosures.

 

To complicate matters further, the far north-eastern end of the property was sold in 1924 and has since been built 

upon, and by 1946 a drill hall was constructed by the Army on the remaining land north -east of the house.  This was 

demolished c.2000, with garden being reinstated in this area.

History:

Hobart is located within the country of the South-East nation (Ryan 2012, p.15), being part of a landscape managed 

by Aboriginal people for thousands of years before European occupation .  The British penal colony of Van Diemen’s 

Land attracted Waterloo veteran John Llewellyn Roberts and his wife Judith Roberts née Harward , the former 

becoming chief clerk in the Commissariat Department in Hobart Town.  John Roberts died when his son Henry 

Llewellyn Roberts (1831–1919) was only ten months old (Bell 1965, p.25).  Henry spent three years on the Victorian 

goldfields in the 1850s for little return and lived with his mother at Woodville , Liverpool Street, Hobart, until her death in 

1857 (Bell 1965, p.26).  

 

Wine and spirit merchant William Lindsay also migrated to the new colony.  Mary Grant Roberts (1841–1921) was 

born to Lindsay and his second wife Mary Lindsay née Willing and grew up mostly in the dock area at 14 Argyle 

Street (Census of Tasmania 1842 and 1848).  As a young girl in the late 1840s Mary attended boarding school, where 

she first learned about the ‘terrifying’ Tasmanian devil , the animal she would later breed in captivity (Roberts 1915f). 

 

Kemp, Roberts & Abbott established 1865
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Twenty-two-year-old Mary Grant Lindsay married 32-year-old Henry Llewellyn Roberts at St David’s Cathedral, Hobart, 

on 18 August 1863.  Henry was then a clerk at auctioneers Brent & Westbrook (Bell 1965, p. 26) but in 1865 he and 

GA Kemp and WJ Abbott formed Kemp, Roberts & Abbott, auctioneers and general commission agents, in Murray 

Street (Bell 1965, p.27).  This company became known as Roberts & Co in 1870 ( ‘Death of Mr HL Roberts’ 1919, p.4). 

 The history of the very successful Roberts & Co/Roberts Limited is detailed as part of the registration for the Roberts 

& Co Woolstore Complex (THR #2425).

 

The heartbreak of losing four children

 

The Roberts had eight children—four of whom predeceased them.  In the years 1872–73, following the loss of two 

children in childbirth, she undertook treatment for depression at the Gladesville Mental Hospital, New South Wales 

(Royal Derwent Hospital 1893).  After the death of eighteen-year-old Henry Llewellyn Roberts junior from typhoid in 

1889 she was confined for almost three years in the Hospital for the Insane at New Norfolk, having expressed herself 

as suicidal and suffering from ‘delusions on religious subjects , these delusions being of a depressing character’ (New 

Norfolk Hospital 1891). 

 

Construction of Beaumaris

 

Assessment rolls suggest that Beaumaris was built 1878–79 while the Roberts rented a neighbouring house (‘Hobart 

assessment roll’ 1878 and 1879, pp.71, 1404; ‘Hobart Town notes’ 1879, p.3).  It was then a villa residence on the 

edge of town, in the fashion of other well-to-do merchants.  Even in 1914 Beaumaris was described as being ‘on the 

southern outskirts of the city’ (Vaughan 1914, p.127).  

 

A villa residence was typically a large suburban estate within carriage -drive of the town where its owner had made his 

fortune—or perhaps aspired to one.  Architectural historian Eric Ratcliff explains that this type of home was an 

expression of status and wealth, about ‘living where you wanted to and could afford to, and not where you had to’ 

(Ratcliff 2015, p.1327).  Placing the house on a 08 ha lot, and well back from Montpelier Road (now Sandy Bay Road), 

provided the luxury of a setting within extensive gardens.  By 1889 the Beaumaris gardener demonstrated his prowess 

by competing in the Hobart Horticultural Society flower competition ( ‘Hobart Horticultural Society’ 1889).  

 

Starting the Beaumaris Zoo

 

Like her contemporary James Harrison, the animal dealer from Wynyard, Mary Roberts became a great example of 

living life to the fullest, as she operated the zoo during the last two decades of her life.  When exactly Roberts started 

the zoo at Beaumaris is unclear.  Bell (1965, p.103) and Guiler (1986, p.121) state that it was in 1895, but no 

evidence has been found to support this.  

 

In 1902 Roberts advertised for sale English ring-necked pheasants ( ‘For sale’ 1902) and by 1903 she was known to 

have a significant collection of birds at Beaumaris ( ‘Tasmanian Canary and Pigeon Society’ 1903, p.4), but the first 

newspaper report of her having added furred animals to the feathered is in 1904 ( ‘Passing notes on things in general’ 

1904, p.7).  Perhaps this year represents the start of a zoo collection.  She was probably about 60 when she opened 

the zoo, operating it until her death at the age of 80.  Although Roberts’ finances were not unlimited, this zoo was not 

a commercial operation in the sense of a business that had to make a profit to survive.  She welcomed school groups 

on weekdays and special guests as requested.  However, zoo openings to the general public were rather like open 

garden events, with a band playing and patrons enjoying afternoon teas.  At a time when many people worked 5½ or 6 

days per week, Beaumaris Zoo only opened to the general public on Saturday afternoon and she often assigned the 

takings to a charity.  In Victorian-era society, charity was considered an obligation of ‘gentlemen’ (Smiles 1897)—and 

presumably it was the same for ‘ladies’, that is, women who did not need to work for a living.  Like Henry, throughout 

her married life Mary supported many ‘good causes’, including the District Nursing Association, the Consumptive 

Sanatorium, the City Mission and Seamen’s Mission. 

 

Mary Roberts’ motivation for keeping the zoo

 

The origins of zoos were in the pleasure grounds of the wealthy and acclimatisation societies which strove to 

Europeanise the natural ecology.  Public zoos were made viable by the post-industrial growth of cities and the 

development of working-class leisure time.  In the Australian colonies the major public zoos established were at 

Melbourne (1861), Moore Park in Sydney (1881), Adelaide (1883) and Perth (1898), while Sydney’s Taronga Zoo 

(1916) was effectively an extension of the zoo at Moore Park.  Factors motivating the establishment of zoos at this 

time included the protection of threatened species, the opportunity to conduct scientific research on animals and 

fostering public interest in animal life and nature (Evans and Jones 1996, pp.7, 12–13). 

 

Mary Roberts’ Beaumaris Zoo began as a wealthy woman’s menagerie , but it was more than an expression of 
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personal prestige.  Roberts’ motivation for putting together a collection appears to have been fostering a love of 

animals in the public, particularly young people.  She believed that ‘all creatures are objects of Divine care, and should 

also be of human pity and sympathy’ (Roberts 1913a, p. 7).  She lamented the absence of nature study in school 

curricula, stating that:

 

Children should be brought where nature was seen in its beauty, its grandeur, and in its tranquillity. If boys were 

taught more about animals there would be less of that cruelty in them that they showed now with cats, tigers, and 

monkeys. If educationalists had worked on these lines earlier, we should not now have to deplore as much as we do 

the destruction of our flora and fauna (Roberts 1915c).

 

Roberts deplored the destruction of birds for their plumage used to decorate women’s clothes and hats (Roberts 

1913a, p. 7), and in response established the Anti-Plumage League.  She demanded better legislation to protect 

native animals (Roberts 1919c) and in particular to stop the shooting of wildlife as an amusement by boys armed with 

.22-calibre rifles (Roberts 1920b, p. 10).  Her 1915 paper ‘The keeping and breeding of Tasmanian devils’ (Roberts 

1915f), published in the Proceedings of the Zoological Society of London,  contrasted with the literary silence of James 

Harrison, who took nearly all his knowledge of native species to the grave with him (Haygarth 2022, p. 35). 

 

As Eric Guiler suggested, through her exchanges with overseas zoos, Roberts was the first Tasmanian zookeeper to 

attract international attention to Tasmanian fauna (Guiler 1988). 

 

The dilemma of dealing in animals

 

In keeping the zoo collection and dealing in animals, Roberts trod a fine line morally.  She balanced the benefits of 

exposing people to animals with the downside of caging animals, the deaths of animals in transit and in captivity. 

 She bought living creatures from hunters whose work she must have found repugnant (Roberts 1918), knowing full 

well that her payments helped them to continue in this line of work.  The deaths and suffering of animals, often 

acquired at great trouble, caused her much distress.  

 

Dealing in animals was also expensive, time-consuming, and laborious.  Loudon believed a menagerie was ‘much 

more interesting’ if all animals and birds were in the same enclosure rather than separated (Loudon 1836, p.975).  An 

army of assistants would have been needed to keep the peace in such a situation.  As it was, Roberts employed 

numerous people to help her house, maintain, feed and move her menagerie, the most noteworthy being her 

long-serving right-hand men Robert Anders and Charles Newman.  The animal enclosures appear to have been built of 

timber and wire, although there was also a domed, steel-framed aviary and other bird enclosures had malthoid roofs 

(Guiler 1986, p.123).  Animal feed, including the fresh meat required by Tasmanian tigers, and transport taxed her 

finances.  Sending animals by ship necessitated building boxes for them, obtaining customs clearance and going 

aboard the vessel prior to its departure to pay its butcher to feed the animals in transit.  Inevitably, animals 

occasionally escaped their cages, one being destroyed by her dog (Roberts 1911f).  Some killed their mates.  Others 

injured humans. A monkey once bit a child’s finger (Roberts 1919b), while Newman needed stiches for a wound 

caused by a kangaroo (Roberts 1914).

 

Mary Roberts’ faunal network

 

Engaging with animal dealers and zoos was quid pro quo and probably necessary financially.  Guiler (1986, Table 3, 

p.130) suggests that Roberts made a profit of about £362 on animals sold, perhaps covering most of her expenses. 

 She developed a wide range of contacts, from professional animal dealers such as Harrison, William McGowan 

(Launceston City Council) and Ellis Joseph (Sydney) to zookeepers like AS Le Souef (Taronga, Sydney) and Dr 

Chalmers Mitchell (London Zoological Gardens); graziers like the Allison brothers of Hunterston; and the hunters or 

other folk who brought animals and birds in answer to her classified advertisements.  She went to great trouble to 

maintain her network, for example, visiting her Derwent valley contacts at Westerway and the Clarks and John Tomlin 

at Ellendale (Roberts 1911a).  Sometimes animals arrived unexpectedly, such as in October 1910: ‘Today had a 

strange animal sent here by Mr Ted Whitesides do not know whether it is a fox pup , or a young dingo’ (Roberts 

1910d).  She later identified it as one of two foxes Whitesides caught at Scottsdale.  In December 1910 she arranged 

to talk to the premier about keeping it (Roberts 1910e), and she must have persuaded him because in March 1911 it 

was exhibited to the public, the Mercury commenting that ‘Foxes have not been known in Tasmania, and how it got 

here is a mystery’ (‘Beaumaris Zoo’ 1911, p. 2).  In 1915 she imported what may have been the first lyrebirds in 

Tasmania, 19 years before these birds were liberated at Mount Field National Park (Roberts 1915e; ‘Victorian lyrebirds 

for Tasmania’ 1934). 

 

Roberts’ zoo attracted considerable attention from the press , minimising her need to run advertisements for its 

opening days.  She also publicised it by engaging photographers to produce postcards of the animals which she sold 

as a secondary income (see, for example, Roberts 1911e). 
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Dealing in thylacines (Tasmanian tigers)

 

The dilemma of what was best for the animals must have applied particularly to the thylacine, numbers of which were 

clearly in decline after 1901 (Government thylacine bounty payments).  In July 1908 Roberts placed her first ‘Wanted’ 

advertisement for living thylacines to fill an order from the London Zoo ( ‘Wanted’ 1908, p. 3).  She secured her first 

thylacine from the Dee River three months later ( ‘The Tasmanian tiger’ 1908, p. 4), but the male died of heat 

exhaustion aboard a ship between Cape Town and London.  A female she sent reached its destination alive (Roberts 

1909b).  In 1909 two young tigers she was expecting from ‘the lake district’ died before they could be sent to her 

(Roberts 1909c), but she received a healthy mother and three young thylacines from the Van Diemen’s Land 

Company at Woolnorth (Roberts 1909d).    

 

Until 1910, when Roberts received another order to supply tigers and devils to the London Zoo, she never considered 

keeping either animal in her Beaumaris collection (Roberts 1915f).  In March of that year she ‘very reluctantly’ broke 

up the [tiger] family group by dispatching the young male to London.  ‘I am keeping on the two [other juveniles]’, she 

wrote, ‘in the hope that they may breed, and the mother all along has been very happy with the three young ones’ 

(Roberts 1910a).  When Roberts received a potentially lucrative order for a tiger from a New York Zoo , she found the 

cost of insuring the animal over such a long journey prohibitive (Roberts 1910a). 

 

Roberts never did breed thylacines in captivity.  Disease may have been one reason for this.  For Robert Paddle the 

delivery of an adult female which had died in transit in June 1911 (Roberts 1911b) signalled the arrival at Beaumaris of 

an epidemic marsupi-carnivore disease which decimated Tasmanian devils in her collection , and possibly killed a tiger 

she sent to New York Zoo (Paddle 2012, pp.81–82).  Others survived.  The adult male supplied by John Power of 

Tyenna in August 1911 recovered from a lesion on its tail to last about 3½ years at Beaumaris.  The adult female from 

Woolnorth also recovered from ‘a severe cold’ (Roberts 1911c; Roberts 1915a).  

 

Overall she had mixed fortunes with thylacines.  Two young tigers died within a few days of arriving in a distressed 

state in 1912 (Roberts 1912a, 1912b and 1912c) and Roberts returned one injured adult, captured by Almer Saward, 

to Harrison in 1917 (Roberts 1917).  The other adult supplied by Harrison that year survived her (Paddle 2012, p.88).

 

A woman of principle and ‘independence’

 

Roberts’ charitable work extended far beyond zoo takings .  She had no time for people who prioritised process over 

benefit.  In 1909, as honorary secretary of the Tasmanian Consumptives’ Sanatorium, she had a public spat with the 

committee of the Hospital Saturday Fund, a fund-raiser for Hobart hospitals, over the sanatorium not getting its fair 

share of the proceeds (Roberts 1909a, p. 5).  Since the sanatorium took patients who couldn’t pay fees it needed 

more funding than its contemporaries with paying patients.  In 1915, during World War I, Roberts was bemused when 

the wardens of St George’s Anglican Church (THR #1688) frowned upon her opening the zoo gates on four Sundays in 

aid of the Belgian Relief Fund, they apparently being blind to the philanthropic benefits of doing so, let alone the public 

patriotism for the war effort all around them (Roberts 1915b).  Consequently, she gave up attending St George’s 

services (Roberts 1915d), despite a connection to that church of more than 40 years, during which she had operated a 

Sunday school (‘St George’s Fair’ 1909), contributed to the minister’s stipend and supported the church’s Mothers’ 

Union.  After 1915 she did not keep regular diary entries and it is unknown whether she later returned to this church. 

 

Roberts signed her letters to newspaper editors ‘Mary G Roberts, CMZSL’ (Corresponding Member of the Zoological 

Society of London, to which she was elected in 1909)—not ‘Mrs HL Roberts’, which would have been the norm for the 

time.  In doing so she made it clear that she spoke independently of her husband and from a position of authority or 

expertise.  Few Tasmanian women would have acted in this manner at the time.  However, it was her position of being 

a lady, dependent initially on her husband’s income, that enabled her to enjoy that ‘independence’.  In 1912 she 

travelled to Sydney as a delegate at a conference of the National Council of Women (Roberts 1912d), the Tasmanian 

branch of which had been founded in 1899 as an apolitical, non-sectarian umbrella organisation that enabled affiliated 

women’s groups to support each other (National Council of Women of Tasmania Inc. website).

 

Henry Roberts, who until 1911 had a business to run, played no part in his wife’s zoo and they seem to have chosen 

their charity work independently of each other.  Likewise, Henry was a churchwarden at St David’s Anglican Cathedral 

and Mary’s allegiance was to St George’s at Battery Point .  While acting separately much of the time, they seem to 

have retained a mutual respect and affection.  Mary’s diaries reveal that family was enormously important to her .  She 

often mentioned Henry endearingly in her diaries as ‘My dear Father’ and ‘The dear Father’ .  Their golden wedding 

anniversary in 1913 was a huge celebration, one of many presents Mary received being a solid gold thylacine brooch 

from Louisa Lord (Roberts 1913b).  When Henry died, she wrote in her familiar manner, ‘The good old father was taken 

ill on Xmas Eve and died on the 10th of Feb 1919’ (Roberts 1919a).  

 

The Beaumaris Zoo moved to the Queens Domain
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Mary Roberts died two years later.  In her will she bequeathed all her real estate, including Beaumaris, to her 

unmarried daughter Ida Roberts (Roberts 1922), then 53 years old.  Ida negotiated with the Hobart City Council to 

move the Beaumaris Zoo collection as a public asset to a site on the Queens Domain, where it operated until 1937.  It 

was there in 1936 that the last thylacine in captivity died.  

 

Later years at Beaumaris

 

In 1924 William, Gerald and Ida Roberts sold 1 rood and 19.5 perches at the north-eastern end of Beaumaris to the 

Commonwealth of Australia for £1600 (transfer no.64194, vol.325 folio 196).  The land conveyed included a carpenter’s 

workshop in the area of the former zoo.  In 1939 Gerald Roberts sold most of the remaining property to the 

Commonwealth of Australia for £6000 (vol.326 folio 32), retaining only 19.2 perches at the south-eastern corner 

(vol.434 folio 25).  At that time the outbuildings were described as a brick building behind the house, and a brick 

garage and a weatherboard shed north-east of the house.  Beaumaris served as an additional training facility (that is, 

as an adjunct to Anglesea Barracks [THR #2290]) for the Commonwealth Military Forces during World War II (‘Will 

occupy old home’ 1939).  By 1945 the property was the supply store for the Commonwealth Military Forces.  At a 

time when concern was expressed for the future of the trees along the property’s Montpelier /Sandby Bay Road 

frontage, the Hobart City Council leased this area from the Commonwealth as a public reserve (‘£100 gift to improve 

reserve’ 1950).  Part of this area (Titles 134640/10 and 134640/11), now owned by Hobart City Council, retains mature 

plantings.

 

By 1946 the Army constructed a drill hall north-east of the house on the former site of the zoo, its footprint being 

nearly twice as large as the house (aerial photo 015_892).  By 1974 the grounds in front of the house were converted 

into a bitumen carpark (aerial photo 638_004).  In 1996 the Commonwealth of Australia sold the main Beaumaris 

block.  In 2000 the Sandy Bay frontage of Beaumaris (excluding the Hobart City Council reserves) was subdivided and 

a unit complex built there on the former carpark.  The drill hall was demolished at about the same time, the land being 

returned to garden.  Today a block of flats stands on Gerald Roberts’ former 19.2 perches at 17 Newcastle Street 

(Title 133343/2), close to the house at Beaumaris.

 

Comparative analysis:

 

Private and public zoos

 

Private estates sometimes contained deer parks and aviaries as a feature of their pleasure grounds, expressing the 

owner’s prestige and/or wealth.  For example, Highfield (THR #892) and Woodstock (THR #12122), the home of the 

Cascade Brewery manager, each had a deer park.  Quamby (THR #4832) once featured a deer park and an aviary 

containing imported game birds which Sir Richard Dry intended to breed and liberate for sporting purposes (‘Our 

Launceston letter’ 1875).  

 

The colonial government of Van Diemen’s Land developed a small menagerie in a predecessor to the Royal 

Tasmanian Botanical Gardens (THR #11999).  The Government Garden on the bank of the Derwent River in Hobart 

featured a collection of native and exotic birds and animals as early as 1832, when George Bell described its inmates:

 

There is an Eagle chained, and 3 Hives of bees, which are thriving well since imported. Adjoining the garden we saw a 

pair of Pheasants, Kangaroos, Rabbits, a native Cat, a Devil as it is termed, also a black & blue bird, the size of a 

hen, which they styled a Balcoot (George Bell 1832).

 

Tasmania’s first significant public zoological collection was established at the People’s Park (later City Park), 

Launceston (THR #11799) in 1881 as the brainchild of Launceston Alderman and Launceston Examiner proprietor 

Henry Button.  He wanted to acquaint the public with Tasmanian fauna (Button 1993, p.333) and develop a captive 

breeding population of these native animals (Button 1907).  It was ambitious for a town of 12,500 people to have its 

own zoological collection, and Button’s goal of safeguarding native species was defeated .  The zoo was poorly funded, 

and with no money made available for acquisitions, relied largely on donations and exchanges of birds and animals. 

 This made a collection policy almost impossible, and it became a general collection of exotic and native species. 

 Many of the donations arrived already injured and this, together with deaths in transit, gave the zoo a high mortality 

rate and high turnover of animals (Button 1907).  The only animal that Launceston’s Superintendent of Reserves 

William McGowan senior appears to have bought for the collection was the thylacine.  By on-selling some thylacines 

to mainland zoos at a profit he was able to make money with which to buy other thylacines for the City Park 

collection.  However, there is no record of thylacines or any other endemic Tasmanian fauna breeding at the zoo . 

 Button continued to call for protection of the thylacine in 1909, beseeching Launceston councillors, in vain, to help 

save it (Button 1909).  Instead, from 1913 Launceston City Council reportedly let the zoo collection die out, such that 

by 1924 only a monkey, some guinea pigs, possums, Tasmanian devils, wombats, wallabies, kangaroos and deer 

remained (‘The City Park Zoo’ 1924).  Launceston City Council later established a smaller collection at the Punchbowl 

Reserve.  Unlike Mary Roberts’ zoo, the City Park Zoo was open every day of the week, with no admission fee.
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Tasmania’s second public zoo was the Beaumaris Zoo at Queens Domain , that is, Mary Roberts’ private collection 

relocated and renewed after her death.  When opened, the collection consisted of 100 animals and 220 birds (Evans 

and Jones 1996, p.19).  An entry fee was charged, and a kiosk sold food and drink on the premises.  Like City Park 

Zoo, Beaumaris Zoo at the Domain was open seven days a week, and it encountered similar issues to the 

Launceston collection.  Being accountable to rate-payers, Hobart City Council found the losses incurred by the zoo 

during the Great Depression era hard to justify, prompting its closure in 1937 (Evans and Jones 1996, p.26). 

 

Zoos should not be confused with animal sanctuaries.  Nan and Anton Chauncy established a 1000-acre animal 

sanctuary under the Animals and Birds Protection Act (1928) on their private land at Chauncy Vale (THR #5385) in 

1946.  This was not a zoo, but a private version of the animal sanctuaries established by the Animals and Birds’ 

Protection Board, that is, an area of animal or bird habitat set aside for conservation purposes.

 

Montague Turner (1899–1968) operated a private zoo at Westbury during the 1950s and 1960s. Turner’s interest in 

animals, like Mary Roberts’, may have begun with birds.  From 1945 onwards he often advertised for sale native birds 

as well as canaries, golden pheasants and other exotic species ( ‘For sale and exchange’ 1945; ‘For sale’ 1950; ‘For 

sale and exchange’ 1953).  He is known to have kept Tasmanian devils.

 

Today there is a variety of commercially-operated zoos in Tasmania, reflecting a growing interest in the ecology: 

Wings Wildlife Park at Gunns Plains; the Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary near Mole Creek; Zoodoo at Teatree near 

Richmond; the Bonorong Wildlife Park at Richmond; Tasmania Zoo at Riverside; the Rosedale Sanctuary at Taranna; 

and the Serpentarium Wildlife Park at St Helens.  Today such institutions are generally ‘petting zoos’ focusing on 

conservation and education.  Platypus House: Monotreme Magic  and the Seahorse World Aquarium at Beauty Point 

are variations on this theme.

 

Tasmanian animal dealers

 

William McGowan of Launceston’s City Park Zoo was the main dealer in living Tasmanian fauna in the years 1882–

c.1913.  In 1884, for example, he exchanged two thylacines for a pair of deer from the Royal Zoological Society in 

Melbourne (‘Town Park’ 1884), while in 1889 he exchanged another pair of thylacines for two leopards received from 

the Zoological Society in Adelaide (‘Zoological collection, City Park’ 1889).  Paddle (2012, p.85) claimed that 66 

thylacines were exhibited at City Park, compared to 16 at Mary Roberts’ Beaumaris Zoo.  If the figure is correct 

McGowan bought and sold more tigers than Mary Roberts and James Harrison combined. McGowan on-sold 

thylacines to mainland Australian zoos and exchanged animals with mainland and overseas zoos . 

 

Launceston wool and skins dealer Ernest John (EJ) Sidebottom (1869–1941) advertised for five pairs of thylacines in 

the years 1905–06 (offering £10 for a pair) in response to an order received from London ( ‘Wanted’ 1905; ‘Tasmanian 

tigers’ 1906).  Sidebottom advertised again in 1909 and 1912 ( ‘Wanted’ 1909; ‘Wanted’ 1912).  How many Tasmanian 

tigers and other animals Sidebottom sold is unknown, but we know he sold two young tigers to Roberts in 1912 which 

died soon after arrival (Roberts 1912a, 1912b and 1912c).  Other merchants in Hobart and Launceston occasionally 

advertised to buy thylacines and other Tasmanian fauna in response to specific requests from clients such as circus 

owners and zoo managers. 

 

In the years 1910–36 James Harrison (1860–1943) bought and sold thylacines, Tasmanian devils, platypus, 

kangaroos, wallabies, owls and other birds and animals.  His so-called ‘zoo’ at Wynyard was no more than a holding 

facility for animals while he arranged their sale to zoos and collectors.  He also introduced the non-endemic 

kookaburra to Tasmania.  In contrast to Roberts, Harrison recorded little of his knowledge of the animals he dealt with 

and the motivation for his dealing is not clear (Haygarth 2022).  Like Roberts, Harrison supplied animals to zoos and 

sanctuaries within Australia.  Unlike her, he seems to have had no direct dealings with overseas agents such as 

managers of zoos.  

 

Hobart City Council became a buyer and seller of birds and animals, including thylacines, after taking charge of Mary 

Roberts’ Beaumaris Zoo collection in 1923.  Like the City Park Zoo and Mary Roberts’ Beaumaris Zoo, it exhibited 

exotic animals as well as native, the curator Arthur Reid dealing with both mainland and overseas agents and zoos .  In 

1925, for example, Reid made an exchange of animals to acquire a pair of American black bears from Rogers of 

Liverpool, England (Evans and Jones 1996, p.23), while in 1928 spider monkeys were acquired from England (Evans 

and Jones 1996, p.26).  Twenty-nine thylacines were exhibited there over 14 years (Paddle 2012, p.85), the last dying 

in 1936.

 

Many Tasmanians sold captured native animals and birds on a spontaneous basis during the late -19th and early-20th 

centuries.  For some this provided a supplementary income to hunting animals for their fur and meat. 

 

Gothic villas landscaped according to the principles of Loudon
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The best Tasmanian example of a Free Gothic mansion with associated outbuildings and gardens is Government 

House (THR #2926), 7 Lower Domain Road, Queens Domain.  Built 1855–57, it is asymmetrical with a picturesque 

roof (Works Tasmania 1995, p.23).  Government House retains extensive pleasure grounds, featuring many mature 

plantings, terrace and fountain, a lake, tennis courts, arboretum and shrubbery.  Outbuildings include cottages 

(among them Rossbank Officers’ Quarters and Bay Tree Cottage), workshops, garage, glass house and timber sheds 

(Works Tasmania 1995, p.7).  Government House is ‘exceptional for its intactness as an early Victorian ensemble of 

“house, purpose made furniture, formal garden setting and outbuildings, all built at the same time and by the same 

designer”’ (Works Tasmania 1995, p.56).

 

Other good examples include the Grange (THR #4943), 4 Commonwealth Lane, Campbell Town, a single-storey brick 

Victorian Rustic Gothic villa designed by James Blackburn for Dr William Valentine and built in brick c .1847.  The 

Grange has an irregular massing, multiple gables, a mix of plain and decorate bargeboards, a steeply-pitched 

corrugated iron roof and a two-storey square tower.  Apperly, Irving & Reynolds (1994, p.91) use it as an example of 

Victorian Rustic Gothic architecture.  The Grange’s entrance avenue approaches from behind the house so that the 

front profile of the house is only seen at the moment of arrival.  Hedges, shrubs or trees would have flanked the avenue 

to provide no more than glimpses of the house from behind.  In keeping with Loudon’s principles, the pleasure grounds 

were on both sides of the house and behind it.  However, instead of the finest view being from the drawing room 

window, in this case it would have been the outlook from the front room of the house which takes in lawns, gardens 

and distant hills.

 

Highfield (THR #892), built 1832–33 and 1845, is not specifically Gothic in style but has been described as 

‘picturesque’, ‘avant garde’ and a ‘rustic villa’, among other things (Grant 1995, p.2).  Elements of the house are 

Georgian, while the tall chimneys suggest the picturesque aesthetic (Grant 1995, p.3).  Grant suggests that ‘the 

picturesque movement of pattern book publication … 1790–1840 ’ rather than specifically the works of John Buonarotti 

Papworth or John Claudius Loudon may have influenced the design work of Henry Hellyer and John Lee Archer at 

Highfield (Grant 1995, pp.8–17).  Loudon has been cited as influencing the design of the garden.  The associated 

grounds once featured deer and the now-extinct Tasmanian emu.  Referring to an early painting of the estate, Phyl 

Frazer Symons describes the ‘neat paths wind[ing] around the garden beds, in which are planted stiff young conifers, 

and a wide range of small flowering plants, very much in the gardenesque vogue’ (Frazer Symons 1987, p.245).  The 

garden, with its sweeping views of the Nut, Stanley and Bass Strait, is maintained according to the same style today.
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