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Mr STONE: On 1 May, I unveiled a commemorative plaque giving official 

recognition to Liberty Square, the area immediately to the left of this Parliament 

House, to the right of the Supreme Court and opposite Government House. The 

unveiling should be recorded officially in the Parliamentary Record for 2 reasons: 

first, because Liberty Square commemorates the 'Darwin Rebellion', the most 

dramatic event in the Territory's colourful history; and, secondly, because the 

square will henceforth be an enduring reminder of the Territory's long struggle for 

self-rule and full membership of the Australian federation. 

 

During the 'Darwin Rebellion' of 17 December 1918, hundreds of residents 

marched on Government House to demand the removal of the Administrator, Dr 

John Gilruth, from the Territory. In July 1919, after Gilruth had finally departed 

aboard a cruiser sent by the Commonwealth government to restore order, the 

area was unofficially named Liberty Square by the then Mayor of Darwin, Robert 

Toupein.  At the official naming and plaque unveiling, an account of those 

turbulent times was given by Professor David Carment of Northern Territory 

University. I would like to read the following extract from Professor Carment's 

address: 

 

‘The Administrator since the Commonwealth took over from South Australia in 

1911 was Dr John Gilruth, an able, well-qualified and dynamic man, but often very 

stubborn. He worked hard to find ways to develop the Territory economy and 

placed great hopes in the pastoral industry. He helped the Commonwealth 

persuade the huge Vesteys pastoral company, a British family concern with an 

important stake in the Territory, to build the meatworks at Bullocky Point. These, 

however, were a dismal failure. Their opening in 1917 was much delayed. Strikes 

and the failure to extend the railway to the Katherine River reduced production. 

Gilruth was often, though probably unfairly, blamed. He was unpopular on other 

issues. He alienated the local council in Darwin and developed a bitter personal 

conflict with Harold Nelson, the aggressive and charismatic but often 



unscrupulous leader of the local branch of the Australian Workers' Union. Gilruth 

was blamed for the Commonwealth's decision in 1915 to nationalise Darwin's 

hotels, partly in an attempt to reduce public drunkenness. This led to 

overcrowding, high beer prices and poor food and accommodation. Gilruth and 

the unionists, by the beginning of 1918, were in open conflict. The 

Commonwealth government, based in Melbourne, was increasingly worried. 

 

On 7 December 1918, there was an angry meeting of local citizens at nearby 

Darwin Oval. Those present were especially upset with the Territory 

administration over the high price of beer. Nelson, in a very fiery speech, saw this 

as just one of many grievances needing public attention. 'Why should we lie 
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down any longer', he asked, 'under the tyranny of a despot?', referring to Gilruth. 

Expecting trouble, Gilruth and his officials swore in special constables, some of 

whom were armed. On 16 December, Nelson got permission from police for a 

peaceful march from the nearby suburb of Parap to Government House. The 

meatworkers at Bullocky Point went on strike so that they could join the march’. 

 

Had we been here on 17 December 1918 and looked across to Government 

House, we would have seen the long procession approaching. Some people said 

that there were about 900 marchers. In front of the procession on a motor car 

was a quite horrible effigy of Gilruth. The procession stopped very close to where 

we are now. Those present resolved that Gilruth and Bevan, the unpopular local 

judge, come out and speak to them and, if they refused, they should leave the 

Territory on the steamer Mataram, anchored at the wharf. A deputation 

conveyed the request to Gilruth but he fiercely declined to agree to either option, 

saying that he was only answerable to his minister and the citizens of Darwin had 

no authority over him. The discussion went on and on and the large crowd 

outside became more and more restive until the Administrator, once his safety 

was guaranteed, at last agreed to speak. 

 

Gilruth went outside to the garden, challenging the crowd to look at him to see 

whether he was a man who would back down. This was too much for the agitated 

mob pressing against the garden fence. Encouraged by Nelson, some of the crowd 



went over the fence, swarmed into the gardens and Government House, 

disarming the constables on duty and causing physical damage. Gilruth was 

pushed and shoved, some constables were bruised and the police inspector was 

punched and kicked out of the way. Gilruth's house guest, the legendary 

Paddy Cahill from Oenpelli, was also attacked. Within a few minutes, it was all 

over. Nelson asked the men to go home, saying that they had done enough to 

show they were serious. As the mob left Government House, the effigy of Gilruth 

burst into flames. 

 

The events I have just described caused widespread interest and often concern in 

other parts of Australia and especially among members of the Commonwealth 

government. There was speculation in the press of a Bolshevik plot to establish a 

communist state across the whole of northern Australia. In Darwin itself, 

there was virtual administrative paralysis and there were more angry meetings. 

Gilruth refused to leave his residence until 20 February 1919, when he and his 

family departed, never to return, on a warship sent by the Commonwealth 

government. Other unpopular local officials were also removed. For a while, the 

unionists were triumphant. When a special Commonwealth commission of inquiry 

condemned the Gilruth administration, Nelson was exonerated. In 1922, when 

the Territory gained a seat in the House of Representatives, he was elected the 

first member. 

 

As Professor Carment pointed out, there has been much debate about how the 

Darwin Rebellion ought to be interpreted. However, it is symbolic of the long 

struggle that successive generations of Territorians have waged for well over a 

century for representative government 
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and for their constitutional rights. In that light, the official ceremony at Liberty 

Square on 1 May was not only an important commemoration but a symbolic step 

in the quest by Territorians of all political persuasions and all walks of life for full 

self-government and statehood. The gathering included many of the Territory's 

leading citizens, among them His Honour the Administrator, the Speaker, the 

Chief Justice, a number of ministers and other members of the Assembly, the Lord 

Mayor of Darwin and the Head of Northern Command. I had also extended an 



invitation to the President of the NT Trades and Labour Council. 

 

The Darwin Rebellion has been cited as being second only to the Eureka Stockade 

of 1854 in its open defiance of government authority. In looking back on the 

rebellion, it is well to recall that it occurred at a time when Territorians were 

deprived of political representation. Previously, under South Australian 

administration, Territorians were represented in both Houses of the South 

Australian parliament. With federation in 1901, they gained also representation in 

both Houses of the federal parliament. But, when the Commonwealth took 

control of the Territory in 1911, all parliamentary representation was revoked. As 

we are all well aware, the Territory's constitutional progress since that time has 

been slow. The symbolism of Liberty Square is therefore very much alive today as 

we press for full self-governing powers, adequate Senate representation and 

statehood by the centenary of federation. 
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