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THE PRIORY

Heritage buildings in Hunters Hill, from the point of view of their significance, depend
on history and architecture. As one of the area's first productive farms, and as the first
purchase by members of the French community of which others became the major
driving force of local development, the property known as The Priory sets historic
precedents. Its individual, clearly distinguishable, architectural components, €Xpress
changes made by three of the four 19th century owners.

The Priory also represents an item of heritage easily appraised in terms of stylistic
shifts. A small cottage (c. 1845) extended to become a late Georgian mansion (1857) in
form, if not in function, then acquired a new wing complete with exterior Gothic detail
(c.1876), and while the result may lack architectural harmony, the building's history is
extraordinarily easy to read.

Space surrounding The Priory, depicted in many documents as cultivated areas,
included orchards and vineyards and has been reduced only to the south so that the
appearance of The Priory’s setting seems undisturbed compared to surrounding closely
settled subdivisions.

This report sets out to document the history of the building and its site, as well as draw
attention to the important research of the Marist Fathers' period of occupation by Fr.
John Hosie, which reveals the very cause of French settlement in Hunters Hill.
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THE FARM OF THOMAS STUBBS AT TARBAN CREEK

In September 1835, Surveyor H.F. White went to Tarban Creck to measure
three portions of land there, applied for as a purchase by Thomas Stubbs. He
was unable to carry out his instructions and wrote to that effect to the Surveyor
General.... (and) noted...one of the lots ... required as a paddock for the Asylum
was to be reserved and 'nobody but a madman would want to buy the rest'.

J. Jervis, Journal of Royal Australian
Historical Society, 1960. Part 6, 46

In 1836 Thomas Stubbs bought two allotments, 10 acres and an adjoining 8 acres, at
the southern end of Tarban Creek which he later occupied with his family. He was one
of very few original land owners to actually settle on and develop their Hunters Hill
properties — John Clarke at Woolwich is another, and possibly Samuel Onions and
Mary Reiby for whom there are documented buildings of the early 1840s, although
uncertain evidence of them ever residing on their farms. The 1841 Census of the Parish
of Hunters Hill provides rare detail about Stubbs, his family, two servants and one
gardener, their approximate ages and the existence of a wooden house on the site.

Born in 1802, Stubbs had married Ann Elizabeth Fitz at St. Matthews Church, Windsor
in 1826. Described as a persuasive auctioneer and concert performer, and once a
journalist, evidence also exists of his reasonably high profile in Sydney as a musician
during the mid 1830s (I. Brodsky, Sydney Looks Back, p 86). Two compositions, The
Minstrel Waltz, dedicated to Mrs. Deas Thomson in 1836, and Australian Jubilee
Waltz, ¢.1838, are held in public collections and mention is made of him as Honorary
Secretary of the Philarmonia Society in Sydney (see Index to The Australian, 1824-
1842), confirming his place in Sydney's cultural life.

His name is more familiar as a Sydney auctioneer through newspaper advertisements of
the 1840s and it was due to 'about six years' experience with land and property values
that he was called upon in 1843 to give evidence to the commissioners of a Select
Committee on Monetary Confusion, reported in Sydney Morning Herald, November
23,1843, p4.

Painting of Stubbs' farm in 1854 after the Marist Fathers had named it Villa Maria;
reproduced courtesy John Hosie from cover of Challenge, The Marists in Colonial
Australia



Thomas Stubbs, The Inspector of Nuisances for City Council (Sydney) July 1847



He was appointed Inspector of Public Nuisances in Sydney soon after the sale of his
Tarban Creek farm and move to town, according to a short article accompanying the
pencil portrait — see Heads of the People, An illustrated journal of literature, whims
and oddities, July 10, 1847, Vol 1, no 13.

The most complete picture obtainable of the Tarban Creek farm

emerges from descriptions in letters written in 1847 when Stubbs had just sold the
property to the Marist Fathers, French missionaries working in various parts of the
South Pacific region. They were in need of a Sydney base of supply and
accommodation for recuperation in a temperate climate, away from the tropics and, as
Hosie notes, 'Didier Joubert negotiated the purchase'; Hunters Hill Trust Journal,
November 1983.

The first, and most enthusiastic, description of their new property is contained in
Father Rocher's letter to his superiors in France -

There are 18 acres. The house is good, quite large, the orchard and garden are
magnificent. One can count forty kinds of fruit, all the trees are bearing; they
are three years old. The vines are coming along very well, already it seems that
there will be sufficient to provide everyone in the procure with wine for one
year...

-18 May 1847

...there is a stone house which has been recently built....
~22 June 1847

We are more than happy with the property we have bought and we have now
occupied it for fifteen days....
-30 June, 1847

Sketches recording detail of the farm were made in 1854 for the Marists to send to
France and these, together with their letters covering the intervening years of 1847 -
1854 noting very few, if any, changes, manage to serve as accurate images of a Hunters
Hill-Parramatta River farm of the 1840s and 50s.

One painting looks toward the property from the waters of Tarban Creek and,
for the second, the artist set up his easel on high land directly opposite... It
gives an excellent idea of the entire estate with Stubbs’ sandstone home in the
centre and shows a large wooden chapel marked with crosses.

John Hosie SM, The Priory, Hunters Hill Trust Journal, November, 1983



Plan .
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Exposed stone foundations of two room cottage on south of the property and the
cottage and cellar building (detail) as illustrated in 1854; right, plans for a proposed
workman’s cottage (1853) for Tarban Asylum, show similar form, scale and style



The 'stone house which has been recently built' reference of 1847 made by Father
Rocher, and 'Stubbs' sandstone home' by Hosie is also mentioned in accounts of the
1857 extension as the 'old building' and in the stonemason's account ‘Dressing face of
old wing'. Slight variations between the original cottage stonework and that of the
1857 extension are evident, and it is recorded that stone was quarried on site.

The sketch reproduced here also locates the low sandstone building to the north of
similar form, although apparently rebuilt — a lintel dated May 6, 1901 confuses the
question of its originality, although the layer of well worn, above-ground stones
suggest an identical location. More easily verified are a cottage and small outbuilding
to the south; stone foundations of the former remain exposed while the overgrown
ground-level cellar storage section of the latter seems well preserved.

The mid-June 1847 date of Marist occupation of the farm is confirmed by an
advertisement Stubbs placed in the Sydney press informing friends and clients of his
'move to town' (see Heads of the People.., June 26, 1847); and a notice appearing in the
Sydney Moming Herald, 14 December 1847 announced that Mrs. Thomas Stubbs had
produced their eighth son ‘at her residence, Fort Street'.

The Marists paid one thousand one hundred pounds and Fr. John Hosie notes the
heritage significance of the farm's early buildings in his thesis, The French Mission—-An
Australian base for the Marists in the Pacific to 1874,and his book Challenge, The
Marists in colonial Australia. A later article by Hosie (Hunters Hill Trust Journal,
November 1983) empbhasises their importance ~

With the destruction of Mary Reiby's cottage, for the sake of a freeway, one of
the earliest buildings of Hunters Hill is the 1840s cottage of Thomas Stubbs.

Along with the Clarke's Woodstock in Alfred Street, this would seem to be the case.
Careful comparison of the 1854 sketches with evidence of other buildings and/or
remnants, notably the low sited single storey, reconstructed stone building further to the
north and adjacent to the existing roadway and stone stairs and the two to the south,
provide evidence of what formed part of the 1840s collection of outbuildings during
Stubbs's ownership.

y A CARD.
R. STUBBS having removed to tows
91 way always be found a4 the] Auction
coms, King-street, or his private residence,
Fort-street. )
Bydney, Juoe 11,



The buildings of Thomas Stubbs-then Villa Maria farm; from left to right are - The
Mission House built for Fr. Rocher 1849-50; small cottage and cellar outbuilding
1840s; the timber house of Stubbs family mentioned in 1841 census; stone house of
Stubbs ¢ 1845; the wooden chapel (demolished) of Villa Maria missionaries; and stone
outbuilding perhaps a kitchen. Two sheds, front right, are fenced from the orchard and
vineyards.



THE FIRST VILLA MARIA FARM AT TARBAN CREEK

Many documents exist to record the 1847 to 1860 period of ownership of the Villa
Maria property that had been Thomas Stubbs' farm. Land title documents,
correspondence in European archives, some copies of which are held here, and the
watercolour sketches dated c.1854 of the buildings and gardens, with accompanying
description, provide unusually accurate detail about the property. Yearly balance
statements of the Marists contain useful information noting, for instance, that 'sale of
fruit' brought essential income, averaging around 50pounds from 1849 to 1856. Along
with accounts and receipts of William Weaver, architect for the large extension of 1857
and a thesis by John Hosie which covers the whole history of the Marist Fathers'
settlement and missionary activities, a most complete and detailed history is obtainable
of the building, its uses and surroundings.

The period from 1860 to 1865, when the Marist Fathers moved to their present site in
Mary Street, is less well documented although clearly few, if any, alterations or
improvements were made during those years.

The first alteration made by the Marists to Stubbs' farm, renamed Villa Maria in 1847,
was a four room house described in their accounts for 1850 as a 'Nouvelle Maison',
costing 95 pounds 10/6. This is almost certainly the brick house to the south east of the
main building, clearly represented in the 1854 pictures, described on plans dated 1885
as The Mission House and sketched, prior to demolition, by an artist-patient for
Gladesville Hospital Magazine (October 1953) showing the distinctive northern gable
sundial, thought to have been painted by a Marist brother soon after the building's
construction.

Parts of letters dating from the 1847 purchase, and the years following, have already
been quoted. Others give a wealth of detail about the missionaries' activities within
Sydney and at various locations among South Pacific Islands; John Hosie's book
Challenge..., pages 80-84 provides an excellent synopsis of a critical part of local
history too long overlooked.

The 1854 sketches accurately locate the different buildings of Villa Maria farm, as well
as the form and siting of outbuildings, extent of cultivation in gardens and plantings -
perhaps the earliest pictorial record of a property in Hunters Hill. It could be claimed
that they illustrate a typical small farm found in the Parramatta River region as a whole,
and particularly in the few fertile parts of Hunters Hill, an area known principally for
post —1855 suburban subdivisions and sandstone buildings.



F¥O BUILDERS and MASONB.—Tenders are required
for the erection of buildings at Villa Maria, Tarban
Creek. Plans and specification may be seen on applica-
tion te Mr, W. WEAVER, architect, 42, Pitt-street, be~
tween tie hours of 10 and 4, and also after 5 o’clock p.m.,
by applying to Mr. WEAVER, at Ryde, . Parramatta
ver. )
Sgparate tenders will be received for the mason work,
and must be forwarded to the architect, on or before
BATURDAY next, the 21st iustant, at 12 o’clock.
The lowest tender willnot necessarily be accepted, 15th
February, 1857,

The Mission House, built 1849-50, (detail) as seen in the Marists’ sketch of 1854 and,
top, 100 years later, showing the sundial on the northern gable

Sydney Morning Herald advertisement calling tenders for Villa Maria, Tarban Creek;
February 10, 1857






