Survivingin an Old College

lan Jack: 25 February 2010

Y our heads must be spinning with all the new information being hurled a you for every angle.

Y ou are hurtling around awide and confusing campus and starting to find your feet in a College
which has been around for along time, with all that that implies. To help your navigation and to
broaden your minds, there are things that you ought to think about, things that you probably

haven't yet encountered on your voyage of orientation.

What | want to talk to you about isthe institution of College. Y ou have all come from schools
which are in some measure institutionalized, and some of your schools go back afair way in time.
Some of them too incorporate important old buildings along with new buildings of various merit.
Many of you have sat in nineteenth-century school buildings for some part of the last twelve
years. Because you come from institutions with their own history, most of you are not
unaccustomed to seeing honour boards of duxes and prefects, or rows of identikit portraits of
Great Men or Great Women.

Nonethel ess the sheer weight of oil-paint and sandstone at St Andrew’ s can be a bit oppressive.
Even though some of the stone has cracked and eroded and fallen off over the last 135 years, the
three storeys of Main are still monumental. But you shouldn't feel oppressed by the weight.
Quitethe contrary. Y ou have been lucky enough to come to the oldest University in Austrdia,
which has, among other virtues, the most beautiful and most significant suite of sandstone
buildingsin the entire country.

Y esterday you went to the official welcome in the Great Hall. | hope that you looked around, up
at the great hammer-beam roof with its carved angels and looked also at the stained-glass

windows imported from Britain a century and a half ago.



Picture 1: Edward Blore 1860s. Great Hall

Picture 2: Windowsin Great Hall: Oxford Window, College founders

These are the founders of the Oxford colleges at one end of the Great Hall, with the Cambridge
colleges at the other end. A collegiate awareness has been in the Great Hall ever since 1859.

The Great Hall is generally considered to be the finest public spacein Australia: and it was
conceived for you. | still get abit of athrill every time | go into the Great Hall, just as | do every
time | go to an operain the OperaHouse. Each isjust so wonderful astructure. When the Great
Hall was built in the 1850s there were only eight students at the University. It was an act of faith
in the power of education that one day that hall would be regularly full. It was also an act of faith



in the quality of Australian youth and that act of faith has been abundantly fulfilled. 150 years
on, there have to be 50 graduation ceremonies in the Great Hall each year to satisfy demand and
the quality of our best students has never been higher: which iswhy it is so hard to get into
Andrew’s.

These College buildings where you are now living were also an act of faith. The Act of
Parliament which created the University of Sydney insisted that the University should be secular,
open to students of all religions and to students with no religion at all. The colleges were
established to allow the mgjor Christian denominations to supply a home from home for students
on the edge of the huge campus. The Christian college would provide a substitute for parental
supervision inside areligious context. But there was no religious test for college students, then or

now.

The Anglicans got off the cab-rank first and built St Paul’s, followed by the Catholics with their
grandiose St John's.

Picture 3: St John's and Orphan School Creek in 1860s

The Presbyterians came third, despite the Scottish dedication to education. Ministers whose
portraits hang in St Andrew’ s today rode around the whole of New South Wales and squeezed 5



out of every Scottish grazier insight. 5 in 1870 was the equivalent of $600 today, so thiswas
not loose change. These five-pound notes added up to sufficient funds to build this College. A
Scottish architect and a Scottish builder erected the front rectangle of Main, with its full three
storeys, stone tower and metal turrets.

4. St Andrew’s, late 1870s

When your College opened in 1876 there were six resident freshers and only one resident

senior.[ See page 10] This highly favourable proportion of freshers to seniors has never recurred.

Only seven students in this huge building. At the south end, there was aso the Principal with his

wife and three children living vertically on al three floors.



5. Principal’slodgingsin 19th century

At the other end there were sumptuous public rooms occupying only two immensely high floors.

6. Public rooms at north end on two storeys

The students had their common room and dining hall downstairs, what we call the Reading Room
today.



7. Reading Room stencils of 1877 and 1892.

Upstairs has always been the Library, with its remarkable silk-screened ceiling of 1877.

8. Library ceiling, 1877

The Library has awonderful suite of Australian stained-glass windows, showing, among other
things, the earliest representation of native animals.



9. Library stained glass: possum 1878

and flowers in painted glass.

10. Library stained glass, burning bush and waratahs, 1884.

Y ou today ride on the wave created by that remarkable ripple of faith nearly 140 years ago. All
this happened in the time of your great-great-grandparents and some of the early studentsin due
course sent their sons and their children’s sons here. So there are Andrew’ s dynasties.



11. Bowman glass, 1889

This stained glass over the front door to Main was erected in 1889 by Mrs Bowman, a Hunter
Valey landowner of note, because five of her sons had already been to Andrew’s. We had a
reunion of the Bowmans here two years ago and now in 2010 three new young Bowmans, Tim,

Alice and Edward, have just taken up their roomsin Main. There are linkages everywhere.

Some of you have more recent relatives who came here. And there areinter-coll connections, for
over the years there has been afair amount of in-breeding, not least between Andrew’s and
Women’'s College. The stud-book makes interesting reading.

Even though most of you are not Presbyterians nor of Scottish stock, even though most of you
have no previous family association with this place, yet you do al share this common heritage.
Y ou cannot escapeit. And the heritage is expressed very tellingly in the Main building itself.

Nine of you are living in the ground-floor rooms of Main, facing east towards the oval. Most of
these rooms have been occupied by freshers for the last 135 years. They are the oldest

continuously occupied roomsin College.



12. The ground floor corridor in Main in ¢.1910.

If I were one of you in these rooms, | should be proud of this, or at least interested:

James Cahill inroom 5

Hannah Reid in 6

Cameron Ritchiein 7

LaraRotrakarnin 8

Nicholas Rudder in 9

Harriet Whytein 11 (the old room 10 is now the ladies 100)
Liam Robertson in 12

Danielle Stonein 13 and

Stephanie Tesson in 14,

you nine are in away the ultimate inheritors of tradition here. Y ou enjoy an historic seniority,
although your seniority is different from what the House Committee recognizesin allocating

rooms today.

The young men who lived in these rooms in 1876 should be an encouragement to you. George

Fuller became arelatively honest politician; John Mackay became the biggest grazier in New



South Wales; John Cohen was a practising Jew in a Christian College dedicated to tolerance, and
became the first industrial judge. These men would all be very surprised to find ladies in their
rooms, and even more surprised to find ladies there in their own right.

Itis, | hope, moreinteresting for you to live here if you know something of what went before.
One of you in an upper room on the front of Main has an outside window-sill carved with a

nineteenth-century date. Let me know when you find it, but don’t fall out hunting for it.

More safely, if you look on the wooden sill inside the Reading Room'’ s bay window, you will see

a carving done by the knife of R.M. Gibson in 1900.

13. Robert Martin Gibson’s carving in Reading Room, 1900

Raobert Martin Gibson had come here from Maryborough in Queensland as a fresher in 1899 and
he has | eft his spoor. Y ou can compare the Gibson of 1900 with the carving on the stone sill
outside room 22 on the bottom storey of Vaucluse. The room 22 carving was done in 2007 and

says with simple directness, ‘Bails sucks'.

14. Vaucluse, room 22, Bails carving
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‘Bails’ wasthe nickname of asenior lady student here, one of the mentorsin 2008: thereis
always room for an honest difference of judgment, evenif itisgravenin stone. But | do not
recommend it. It's not very clever or witty merely to imitate what someone else thought of in
1901 or 2007. And I’ m sure that you all want to be clever and witty. But do keep alert to your

environment.

Lifeis much more fun if you keep your eyes open. You are all getting used to the Dining Hall.
Y ou have probably been looking at the hangings on the Dining Hall walls. Many of the designs
originate in other parts of the College buildings. Y ou will find from time to time that
competitions are held where you may have to locate the source of these designs. Whereisthe

carved thistle?

15. Thistle carved on clock-tower.

What is the difference between the St Andrew’ s crest on the wall

16 St Andrew’ s crest

And the St Andrew’ s crest on the College sea ?
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17. St Andrew’s old crest on sed

And why?

| am the only long-time Scottish resident of this place with an authentic accent. But all of you
will have to come to grips this semester with the peculiar flavour of an Andrew’ s notion of a
Scotland which College men and women seem to find more Scottish than Scotland ever was. No
matter that ‘ The Mull of Kintyre', which is sung here a great deal, is not Scottish all; no matter
that Robert Burns' haggisis addressed at regular intervals through the year in a special Andrew’s
dialect which isbeyond linguistic anaysis and also beyond comprehension; no matter that
recurrently throughout the year the bagpipes pursue us al around the Dining Hall although
bagpipes were always intended to be heard only across a decent-sized glen. Animagined
Scotland is alive and well in College in away that the founding fathers of 1867, who were mostly
born in Scotland, would find strange. Y ou will find it strange at first too, but then you will

become part of the myth yoursdlves.

Tradition islike that. Despiteall your computers and mobile phones and

i-pods, you cannot escape the heritage of this College. Thisisthe legacy of 135 intakes of
freshers as hopeful and as hesitant as most of you are. A student generation is only three years on
average, so there have been about 46 generations since 1876. But students being students,
nothing is left alone to get mouldy and traditions get reinvented al the time. None of you ladies
would be here otherwise.

Once makes a precedent, twice makes a custom. And at the third hit, it'satradition. But

traditions all grow upon each other. They take something from the past and something from the

present and |eave something for the future.
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That isjust what | hope that you all will do. Learn something of the people who made this place
possible for you, look around you and respect the architecture, even the architecture of Thyne.
Respect the fine woodwork of Main, and don’t kick in your doors. Value the beauties of detail in
stonework, in carpentry, in stained glass. Thesethings are of perennial importance. The Library
istestimony not just to the need for books in a University College but also testimony to the
awakening of environmental awareness in this country 120 years ago: the stained glassin the

Library, with its possum and its waratahsis till topical today.

Y ou should try to understand that Collegeis aspecia place where there are old and not so old
stories everywhere. You will, | hope, add your own imprint without damaging things. you don’t
need to carve ‘Bails sucks' into the stonework to make alasting mark. Bring your own gifts to
make this an even better place for everyone now and in the future. Don't be afraid to be original,
don't be afraid to discuss changing things, don’t be afraid to change yourself, but don’t ever
forget that you are also the heirs to a worthwhile past which is al around you all thetime. You
will get amore enriching experience here if you keep aware of what is round about you and ask
intelligent questions about it. While you are here at College and at the University you should be
experiencing the best years of your life: we shall all be disappointed if you do not enjoy them and

benefit from them.

The Vice-Principal, John Sergeant, will now give you much more specific and directly relevant

advice on how to enjoy yourself.
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