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What’s the collective noun for a 
community of mayors?   

 

 

 

E.W. Cole’s new tramway map of Melbourne and suburbs, 1900, State Library of Victoria map collection 
Mayoral chain of office, City of Camberwell, Boroondara Libraries LHCPH 329 

Kew, Boroondara (later Camberwell) and Hawthorn are circled 

 

We’ve been compiling a huge collection of mayoral biographies for the City of Boroondara lately and, with nearly 
300 written it’s time to think about drawing them all together into a characterisation, of sorts, in order to 
understand who these people are and how Boroondara’s community has been shaped over the last 170 years by 
the men and women at its helm – not just its Mayors but its varied and successive councils.  

The place started off as Boroondara – Woiwurrung for ‘where the ground is thickly shaded’ (see Autumn 2019 
newsletter on our website) – firstly as a Roads District (1854) that stretched roughly from the Yarra River to the 
Koornung Creek in the north, and south as far as Gardiner’s Creek. This was a vast area of some 23 square miles in 
the days when there were no cars and the population was sparse, much the same size (appox. 60 square 
kilometers) as Boroondara is today. In 1860, those in the south-west (Hawthorn) seceded; they were worried 
Boroondara was too large to adequately serve their relatively small area. Soon after Boroondara happened to 
move its office to Camberwell and the residents of Kew worried they would be over-looked, so they also seceded 
just months later in December 1860. The remaining portion of Boroondara eventually became known as 
Camberwell.  

The three local government areas rapidly made their way through the ranks of Municipality, Borough, Town and 
City until the great shake-up of Victorian local governments in 1994 when they were brought back together again 
under the banner of the City of Boroondara. Moving from ‘municipality’ to ‘borough’ etc. is largely a matter of 
population size, but as this grows so do the expectations. Hawthorn, Camberwell and Kew were already quite 
distinct places – firstly separated by distance, environment and ease of access to Melbourne, but also by their 
particular commercial strips and community institutions – and what was needed or wanted by one village was 
often different from the others even when they became large cities and abutted each other. Those residents with 
a desire to serve, or with interests in the area, or who put their hands up when no one else would take on the 
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mantle became members of Council and some of them became Mayor. It was their task to respond to these 
expectations one way or another and to shape their city in the way they felt best.  

The vast majority served as Mayor for one year only, although there were many who had multiple terms and all 
served several years at least on Council – Edward Dillon of Boroondara Shire for fifty years!  

They were (are) a very mixed bunch – teachers, politicians, builders, journalists, engineers, pharmacists, 
storekeepers, blacksmiths, watchmakers, teetotalers, winemakers, clerks, footballers, entrepreneurs, architects, 
board members and much else besides. 

Some served as a matter almost of family tradition – the Fordham father and son team served Camberwell with 
four terms as mayor and 53 years on council between them, eleven years together.  

Their interests ran from health (toxic preservatives in the milk supply took up much of Herbert Barrett’s time) to 
roads to the local bowling club and everything in between. Their concerns, and the language used, are very much 
part of the times they lived in, but I imagine Percy Hedges efforts to assist the ‘aged, infirm and feeble-minded 
deaf mutes’ of Boroondara Shire by raising funds for a ‘farm’ for them to live in, sprung from the same desire to 
help its aged and disadvantaged folk as several of his successors 100 years later have shown with their 
involvement with CamCare. 

Energy and aspirations seem to be one characteristic shared by all, followed closely by best intentions, goodwill, 
advocacy and the ability to ‘multi-task’.  

There are institutions today that contribute to the fabric of Boroondara and that have had the support and 
attention of multiple mayors and councilors over the last 170 years. The network of sports clubs and facilities 
throughout the region are huge beneficiaries, as are the aged care facilities, and the three well-known shopping 
strips of Camberwell Junction, Kew Junction and Glenferrie Road, while the Eastern Suburbs Technical College, 
today Swinburne University, was established in 1908 by George Swinburne, Mayor of Hawthorn in 1902-03, and 
has been passionately supported by many mayors and councilors ever since. The plethora of awards and post-
nominals that attend the long list of Boroondara mayoral names since the Roads Board was established in 1856 is 
a testament to these activities. 

Of course, not all have been ‘pillars of the community’. John Denny, who served as Mayor of Hawthorn in 1873-74 
and was a ‘highly respected citizen’ and an Elder of the Presbyterian Church, seemed to lead a double life. He 
disappeared in 1878 and was found three years later in California running a business under a false name, under 
surveillance by the American police, and having obtained money through forging mortgages! 

So, over to you readers – all suggestions are welcome for a collective noun to describe a community of mayors. 

 

Emma Russell 


