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From ‘shaded place’ to City of 
Harmony   

 

 

 

A screenshot from the movie ‘Living Hawthorn’ in the ACMI Collection - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tho9vseGf5w  

 

When Melburnians think of Boroondara, a few images may come to mind. Heritage-listed mansions, eminent 

private schools and bustling high street shopping precincts like Camberwell Junction are just some of what makes 

the City of Boroondara such an iconic place. And so, it is hard to imagine a time when market gardens, rather than 

trams, were a defining feature of this landscape. 

Like most of the Port Phillip District (now Victoria), Boroondara in the early nineteenth century was sparsely 

populated by Europeans but home to generations of the Wurundjeri people. Upon visiting in 1837, Robert Hoddle 

borrowed a word from the local Woiwurrung language meaning ‘where the ground is thickly shaded’ to describe 

the land which was then layered with gums, blackwoods, box trees, wattles, stringybarks and honeysuckles. The 

name stuck, and the area was thereafter known as the Parish of Boroondara. 

European settlement of Boroondara occurred slowly in the first few decades, as the area was difficult to reach by 

road and water. The parish’s first land sales were held in 1843, surrounding the recently built villages of Hawthorn 

and Kew. Boroondara’s first land buyers were a diverse bunch, encompassing small-scale agriculturalists, 

pastoralists and prominent figures of Melbourne society such as Charles Gavan Duffy. It was not a commercial 

centre; market gardens were one of the few local sources of income, but otherwise residents travelled into 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tho9vseGf5w
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Melbourne to work and shop. In A Sketch of Boroondara (1858), James Bonwick illustrates the parish as a 

picturesque country retreat, whose residents are religious and educated. 

Over the following decades, local governance transformed this quiet parish into a residential and commercial hub. 

The extension of the railways attracted more home and business owners into the eastern cities of Camberwell, 

Hawthorn and Kew, and while the area was still known for its sprawling mansions, smaller and more affordable 

properties were also on the market. Boroondara’s transformation is captured beautifully in the film ‘Living in 

Hawthorn’ – a drive through the streets in 1906, which you can see here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tho9vseGf5w 

We have been doing quite a bit of work in Boroondara lately with a focus on Kew, artworks, and Mayors – so stay 

tuned for more interesting stories about Boroondara in future newsletters. 

 

Carissa Goudey 
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