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Each colony had particular concerns, challenges and opportunities to take into account when 

considering Federation. For Western Australia, some of the main challenges were caused by 

distance and isolation. These factors had influenced Western Australians’ lives and attitudes 

from the colony’s earliest days, and they were still important in the 1890s. 

Long distances meant long, slow journeys – generally by sea for any destination outside the 

colony. The voyage from Western Australia to Britain took longer than a month, and even 

travelling to Adelaide took about a week. Cargo and mail also travelled mostly by sea, so 

communication was slow, too. There was a telegraph system that allowed messages to be sent 

rapidly, but only small amounts of information could be transmitted.

However, while Western Australia continued to face many challenges in the 1890s, the colony 

was also growing in importance, population and prosperity. Large goldfields were discovered 

in 1892, and thousands of people came to Western Australia hoping to find their fortunes. The 

colony’s harbour at Albany was a key port for ships travelling to and from Europe, but this 

was a long way from Perth. Another deep-water harbour was completed at Fremantle in 1897, 

which was one of a series of major government building projects that contributed to Western 

Australia’s growth in the 1890s. For eastern colonies, in contrast, these years were a time of 

economic difficulty. 

Premier John Forrest, leader of Western Australia’s first elected government, had to take many 

issues into account as he faced the task of guiding his colony towards a decision on Federation. 

People and Places

Investigations
 1. How did distance and isolation affect Western Australians?

 2. What happened in Western Australia in the late 1800s, and what were 

the impacts on the colony?

 3. What problems and challenges resulted from the Western Australian 

gold rush?

 4. Who were some influential citizens in Western Australia in the late 1800s?

 5. Who was John Forrest, and what were his contributions to Western Australia?
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How did distance  
and isolation affect  
Western Australians?
Plans for forming a Commonwealth of Australia 

were based on the idea that every colony would 

benefit from belonging to a federal system. The 

Federal Parliament would represent all colonies 

and work for the best interests of the country 

as a whole. For example, a federal defence force 

would provide the whole nation with protection. 

In the years before Federation, many Western 

Australians wondered whether their colony 

would really share in the benefits. The colony’s 

isolation was one of the main reasons for their 

concern, especially because there was no 

railway linking Western Australia to the east. 

Would Western Australia’s politicians be able 

to participate fully in the government of the 

nation if the Federal Parliament was based in the 

east? Would troops arrive quickly enough when 

Western Australia needed protection? Overall, 

would communication and transport over long 

distances be efficient enough? When there were 

no barriers to trade between the colonies/States, 

would Western Australian industries be able to 

survive competition from the east?

InvestIgatIon 1

activities
1. Brainstorm different kinds of transportation 

and communications technology. Speculate on the 

order in which different types of transportation 

and communication were invented.

2. Each person in the class will take 

responsibility for finding out when one type of 

transportation or communication was invented. 

As a class, create a human timeline to show when 

each was invented. 

3. Read ‘Isolation’ at www.slwa.wa.gov.au/

federation/fed/013_isol.htm.

In your groups, list the forms of communication 

and transportation Western Australians had 

in the late 1800s, and the dates when they 

became available. Does the author suggest that 

communication and transportation were efficient 

and convenient? What words in the article 

support your answer? Were there any types 

of communication and transportation used in 

Western Australia that were not mentioned? 

4. In 1899, a parliamentary inquiry investigated 

whether Western Australia should join with the 

other Australian colonies in forming one country. 

Using the template provided, write a submission 

to the inquiry explaining the effect distance might 

have on their decision. You might make reference 

to government, trade and defence. Use a map of 

Australia to support your submission.

Explore Western Australia’s 
isolation in the late 1800s, and 
how it influenced opinions about 
Federation.

Your 
task

You Will  
need
Resource sheet 1

 template: submission

internet access 

library access
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InvestIgatIon 2

So many changes were taking place in Western 

Australia in the 1890s that the colony must have 

been almost unrecognisable to people who had 

lived there in the 1880s. The discovery of gold 

in 1892, for example, attracted thousands of 

people who hoped to make their fortunes on the 

goldfields of Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie. Some of 

the other changes involved new building projects. 

Some involved development and trade of Western 

Australian goods and resources. And others 

involved the colony’s ports, which were

especially important for transport because there 

were no rail links to the east until 1917, when 

the Transcontinental Railway Line was opened. 

Different groups of people living and working in 

Western Australia in the 1890s would have been 

affected by these changes in different ways.

Investigate records and images from the 1890s to discover how 
society in Western Australia had changed.

Your 
task

activities
1. In groups of three, study the Western Australia 

population statistics between 1890 and 1899.  

How much did the population grow by? 

2. Examine the information about Western 

Australian exports between 1890 and 1899.  

Answer the following questions.

 The values of the gold, timber and wool exports 

are shown in pounds. What currency would they 

be shown in today?

 Which years were the best for selling gold, timber 

and wool, respectively? 

 As a Western Australian business person, which 

product would you rather be selling in the 1890s? 

Why?

3. In your groups, compare the two photographs of 

Fremantle Harbour. What changes do you observe? 

How might the increased population and trade have 

contributed to these changes?

4. As a class, share your group’s observations about 

population growth, exports and the development 

of Fremantle Harbour. Discuss how life in Western 

Australia must have changed in the 1890s.

You Will need
Resource sheet 2

 data: WA population for 1890–99

 data: WA exports for gold, timber 

and wool, 1890–99 

 images: Fremantle Harbour, taken 

approximately 20 years apart

What happened in Western 
Australia in the late 1800s,  
and what were the impacts 
on the colony?
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What problems and 
challenges resulted from 
the Western Australian 
gold rush?
The discovery of gold in Western Australia came 

at a time when other colonies were experiencing 

economic hardship. Many people in the east 

were struggling to make a living. As a result, 

thousands of people from Australia’s eastern 

colonies quickly set out for the ‘golden west’, 

hoping to make their fortunes on the goldfields 

of Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie. 

Some Western Australians called the newcomers 

‘othersiders’. In return, some of the newcomers 

called Western Australians ‘sandgropers’. This 

was just one indication that the effects of the gold 

rush were not all going to be positive for Western 

Australia. There were great benefits for the colony 

because of growth in population and wealth – but 

the gold rush also brought new tensions and social 

divisions, and a number of other challenges and 

difficulties as well.

InvestIgatIon 3

You Will need
Resource sheet 3

 letter: storekeepers and 

butchers, September 1893

 extract: Henry Lawson, 

September 1896 

 photograph: mining 

settlement, 1894

activities
1. Read the letter from the storekeepers and 

butchers expressing their concerns.

 What place is described?

 What is the letter about?

 Why has the letter been written?

 What has caused the problem?

 What solution does the letter propose?

 What might happen if people don’t find 

a solution to the problem?

2. Henry Lawson, a famous Australian writer 

and poet of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

travelled to Western Australia during the gold 

rush. Read his observations.

 Why does he call gold a curse?

 Who are the ‘sandgropers’, and who are the 

‘othersiders’? Why might there be tension 

between them?

 Does the storekeepers and butchers’ letter 

support and/or challenge Lawson’s view? 

3. Examine the photograph of a mining settlement. 

Imagine you had just built one of those cabins. 

Think about the difficulties with transportation, 

obtaining supplies, and the scarcity of water. 

Write a journal entry describing your new life on 

the goldfields, including your needs, hopes and 

worries. 

Investigate the problems 
and tensions in Western 
Australia caused by 
rapid increases in 
population due to the 
gold rush.

Your 
task
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InvestIgatIon 4

Investigate four influential 
Western Australians around 
the time of Federation and the 
contributions they made to 
their communities.

Your 
task

Who were some 
influential citizens  
in Western Australia  
in the late 1800s?
The colony of Western Australia was made 

up of people from many backgrounds. Some 

had been born and raised in the colony, while 

others had come from other parts of Australia 

or overseas. Occupations were varied too. Some 

people worked in farming or mining, while others 

were involved in businesses based in Western 

Australian towns. Some people provided the wide 

range of services that towns and more remote 

locations needed. 

In all of these groups there were individuals who 

were strongly committed to working for the good 

of the community. They helped to improve the 

lives of Western Australians in many ways.

You Will need
Resource sheet 4

 biography: Edith Cowan

 biography: Faiz Mohamed

 biography: John Kirwan

 biography: William Marmion

internet access

activities
1. As a class, read the four biographies. List the 

contributions each person made to his or her 

community. 

2. Choose one person’s biography to examine 

closely. Circle the actions the person took to help 

or support others in their community. Beside each 

action, write what might have motivated the person 

to act in the way they did. You could consider the 

nine Values for Australian Schooling. Go to 

www.valueseducation.edu.au. Then, click on 

‘National’, followed by ‘National Framework:  

Nine Values for Australian Schooling’.

3. Imagine you are the person you have examined. 

Write a letter to a friend. Consider the following 

things to include in your letter: 

 the people you have helped and how they have 

benefited from your actions;

 what motivated you to help;

 what changes you would like to make in your 

community;

 what your vision is for the future of Western 

Australia, and how you will work towards it; and

 the possible advantages and disadvantages 

of Federation for Western Australia.
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Many Western Australians of the 1800s made 

important contributions to their communities 

and worked hard to build a strong and 

prosperous future for the colony. John Forrest 

was one of these people. He became Western 

Australia’s first Premier in 1890. 

Although the role as leader of the colony’s first 

elected government was new, Forrest had already 

participated in the political life of the colony for 

many years. Before self-government was granted, 

the colony was led by a Governor appointed by 

Britain. The Governor then appointed officials, 

such as ministers, to help him. Forrest had been 

one of these ministers.

John Forrest’s working life also included other 

roles and experiences that helped him to develop 

his skills as a leader and decision-maker, which 

were critical in guiding the colony towards a 

decision on Federation. His family background 

and early life can also provide insights into 

how he came to play such a key role in Western 

Australia’s development. 

InvestIgatIon 5

Investigate the life of John Forrest 
and the contribution he made to 
Western Australia’s decision to 
join the Federation.

activities
1. Investigate John Forrest’s life. List the most 

significant facts and events.

2. As a group, compile the facts and create a flow 

chart of the major events in John Forrest’s life. 

Think about the values and qualities that were 

important to him. You may want to refer to the nine 

Values for Australian Schooling as a starting point. 

Go to www.valueseducation.edu.au. Then, click on 

‘National’, followed by ‘National Framework: Nine 

Values for Australian Schooling’. Assign values  

or qualities that reflected the events and decisions 

Forrest made in his life. Explain why that value or 

quality might have been important in determining 

the outcome of the decision or event. 

3. As a class, discuss the following questions. 

 What leadership skills did Forrest show by 

guiding Western Australia into Federation? 

 How do you think Forrest’s values influenced 

his attitudes and decisions about Federation?

You Will need
Resource sheet 5

 biography: Sir John Forrest

internet access

Your 
task

Who was John Forrest, and  
what were his contributions  
to Western Australia? 
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What 
are you 

thinking 
now?

Now that you have completed the investigations in People and 

Places, use your knowledge to explore connections to your  

life today. Do one or more of the following activities.

1. Think about Australia today. Brainstorm the differences 

among the States and among different groups of people 

throughout the country. Then, list things that the people of 

Australia have in common. Write a paragraph or design a poster 

describing ways that unity can be maintained in a country such 

as Australia, which also supports and encourages diversity.

2. In a democracy such as Australia, leaders come from all 

walks of life. What kind of experiences or jobs do you think 

are important to develop a person’s leadership characteristics? 

Use the internet, newspapers, magazines or a digital camera 

to gather images of people in different situations where they 

are shown developing leadership skills. Create a class poster 

or a web page displaying the images and listing the leadership 

characteristics, values and skills being demonstrated. 
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RESOURCE SHEET 1
 

SUBMISSION TO THE 
PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY 1899

Should the colony of Western Australia join with the other colonies in forming  

a Commonwealth of Australia?

The effect of distance:
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w

Western australian population statistics, 1890–1899

Year Males Females Total

1890 28,854 19,648 48,502

1891 32,176 21,001 53,177

1892 36,048 22,521 58,569

1893 40,975 23,948 64,923

1894 55,055 26,524 81,579

1895 69,733 30,782 100,515

1896 96,999 39,817 136,816

1897 107,655 52,840 160,495

1898 107,593 59,285 166,876

1899 106,816 63,442 170,258

Adapted from Official Yearbook of Western Australia, No 1, cited in CT Stannage (ed), A New History of Western Australia, 
University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981.

Western australian exports, 1890–1899 (in pounds)

Year Gold Timber Wool

1890 £86,664 £82,052 £261,352

1891 £115,182 £89,179 £329,365

1892 £226,284 £78,419 £326,703

1893 £421,385 £33,888 £244,972

1894 £787,099 £74,804 £232,201

1895 £879,748 £88,146 £183,510

1896 £1,068,808 £116,420 £267,506

1897 £2,564,977 £192,451 £295,646

1898 £3,990,698 £326,195 £287,731

1899 £5,501,368 £553,198 £423,296

Adapted from Statistical Registrar of Western Australia, 1910, cited in CT Stannage (ed), A New History of Western Australia, 
University of Western Australia Press, Nedlands, 1981.

RESOURCE SHEET 2
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Fremantle Harbour, 1882

Fremantle Harbour, 1900s

Fremantle Harbour, AC Cooke, State Library of Victoria, IAN29/11/82/181.

Early Fremantle Harbour, National Library of Australia, nla.pic-an13690430-38.

RESOURCE SHEET 2 continued

GETTING IT TOGETHER  western australIa – PeOPle anD PlaCes  © COMMOnwealtH OF australIa10 GETTING IT TOGETHER  western australIa – PeOPle anD PlaCes  © COMMOnwealtH OF australIa



storekeepers and butchers’ letter 
Now, we might mention that we have been on this field from a fortnight after it started and have 
carefully watched the general progress of things. What we want to state is that if many more people 
rush here, unless there is more water provided for them there must be scenes of desolation and 
misery. God knows it was trouble enough last summer, there has not been nearly the amount of 
rain this winter that there was last, consequently the soakages wont stand so long this summer as 
last. We would tender a word of advice to every one to stay awhile and not come until they are quite 
certain of water been obtained. There are now, we should say, upwards of 3,000 men here and nearly 
two months now without rain. There is not enough water for 1,000. We don’t suppose our note of 
warning will have much effect on a feverish public, but they would do well to listen to it.

Yours, etc., 
Benstead & Mercer, 
Storekeepers and Butchers

The West Australian, 16 September 1893.

RESOURCE SHEET 3

Typical camps on mining leases, 1894, JJ Dwyer, State Library of Western Australia, 019041PD.

Mining settlement, eastern goldfields, 1894

about Wa by Henry Lawson
W.A. is a fraud – The curse of the country is gold, as sheep are the curse of the East. A more sordid, 
vulgar condition of things would be impossible to conceive. The old sand-gropers are the best to work 
for or to have dealings with. The Othersiders are cutting each others throats. W.A. is a huge camp of 
adventurers and failures.

Letter to Messrs Angus and Robertson from Henry Lawson, East Perth, 3 September 1896, in Colin Roderick (ed),  
Henry Lawson, Letters 1890–1922, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1970.
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Edith Cowan worked to improve her community by appealing to people’s higher 
values and ideals. In the Western Australian Legislative Assembly in 1923, she spoke 
in favour of banning horse-racing and the sale of alcohol on ANZAC Day.

I have always felt it a good thing if sometimes the statutes are a little 
ahead of the ideals of the people, because the law is there for them  
to live up to.

Western Australian Parliamentary Debates, 21 November 1923, p 1561.

RESOURCE SHEET 4

Edith Cowan was a 

politician, social 

campaigner and the 

first woman elected as 

a representative in an 

Australian parliament. 

She was born in 1861 

near Geraldton, WA to an 

influential and respected 

family. Her father was a 

pastoralist at Glengarry 

Station. When Edith was 

seven, her mother died 

in childbirth and Edith 

was sent to boarding school in Perth. Her time there 

and at secondary school impressed upon her the 

importance of education. 

Edith married James Cowan in Perth in 1879 when 

she was 17 years old. The couple lived in West 

Perth and Cottesloe, and had five children together. 

Edith had always been interested in helping others. 

She was active in voluntary organisations such as 

schools and hospital boards. She helped found the 

Karrakatta Club, which raised awareness of women 

and children’s rights and social issues. She was also 

involved in the Women’s Service Guild to fight for 

the welfare of migrants and deserted wives, and the 

inheritance rights of mothers. Later, Edith worked 

to establish a women’s hospital and the Western 

Australian branch of the National Council of Women 

to help women, children and families. She served 

as President from 1913 to 1921, and was Vice-

President until her death. She founded the Children’s 

Protection Society, and was Chairperson of the Red 

Cross Appeal Society during World War I.

Women gained the vote in WA in 1899. At the age 

of 59, Edith Cowan stood as the candidate for the 

Legislative Assembly seat of West Perth because she 

wanted domestic and social issues to be given more 

focus. She became the first woman elected as a 

representative in an Australian parliament in 1920.

Edith Cowan died in 1932. She is commemorated 

on the Australian $50 note, and the Edith Cowan 

University has been named in her honour.

Biography: edith Cowan (1861-1932)

Portrait of Edith Cowan, 
National Library of Australia,
nla.pic-an23351616.
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RESOURCE SHEET 4 continued

This advertisement appeared in The West Australian, 2 November 1892. 

Team of camels, 1889, James Taylor, State Library of South Australia,  
SLSA: B 23913/10.

Grave of Tagh Mahomed, National Trust  
of Australia (Western Australia).

Biography: Faiz Mahomed (c 1848 − c 1910)

tHe MIneRs’ FRIenD.
CaMeL CaRavan from Southern Cross to Bayley’s Find,

waiting opportunities to convey Passengers, Goods and Swags. 
Passengers, £1 10s. each; goods and swags, 2d. per lb.

Camels for hire.

Apply,

TAGH MAHOMED, or I. J. K. COHN,
southern Cross.

Faiz Mahomed was a camel-owner and carrier, 
said to have come from a wealthy Afghan 

family. He arrived in Australia around 1870, and 
managed a camel station in South Australia. In 
1880, he bought the station and operated it with 
his younger brother, Tagh. In 1892, after large 
goldfields were discovered in Western Australia, the 
brothers, with five shiploads of camels, established 
businesses in Coolgardie and other smaller towns. 
They transported goods and people to and from the 
goldfields. Conditions there were terrible, with heat 
and dust often making life miserable for the miners 
living in tents. There were very few services, such as 
medical help, and almost no water. The miners rarely 
washed, so disease was common and many died. 

The Mahomed brothers were known to help miners 
by providing rations when they were suffering thirst 
and starvation. They also searched for them when they 
were lost. Faiz organised fellow Muslims to build a 
mosque, contributing his own money. Faiz was active 
in community affairs, even though he was not an 
official citizen of the British Empire. He was respected 
by both Europeans and Afghans. Faiz campaigned to 
protect Afghans and to allow more religious leaders 
to come to Australia. When Tagh was murdered in 
1896 by another Afghan, Faiz carried on the business 
alone. But, he had great problems trying to import new 
camels from Asia and lost a lot of money. He retired 
and returned to India, where he is buried. 
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RESOURCE SHEET 4 continued

John Kirwan, journalist and politician, was born in 1869 in Liverpool, 

England. He came to Australia in 1889, and eventually became editor of 

the Kalgoorlie Miner in Western Australia. The newspaper was a prominent 

advocate for miners’ rights and keeping them informed. 

It also became very critical of Premier John Forrest’s Government, and 

complained that it was taking too long to consider Federation for Western 

Australia.

The reluctance of the government to hold a referendum on Federation 

provoked Kirwan to campaign in the Kalgoorlie Miner for separation. 

He urged Goldfields and Esperance residents to petition the Queen for 

separation from Western Australia in order to join the Commonwealth as 

an independent State. The campaign culminated in December 1899 in the 

formation of the Eastern Goldfields Reform League and its presentation of  

a petition to the Queen, signed by 27,733 male residents. The petition was  

not successful, but John Forrest’s Government reconsidered its position. 

In the ensuing referendum, 44,800 voted ‘yes’ and 

19,691 voted ‘no’ to Federation. More than half the 

‘yes’ vote came from the goldfields.

Kirwan was elected to represent Kalgoorlie in the 

first Commonwealth Parliament after Federation 

in 1901. Here, he sided with the ‘Free Traders’ 

led by George Reid. He lost his seat in the 1903 

Commonwealth elections, and entered the Western 

Australian Legislative Council in 1908, where he 

served until his retirement in 1946.

Biography: John Kirwan (1869-1949) 

June 1900, JJ Dwyer, State Library of Western Australia, 000958D.

executive Council, eastern goldfields Reform League

Portrait of JW Kirwan, Swiss  
Studios, National Library of  
Australia, nla.pic-an23385974.

John Kirwan was a keen federalist and a member of the first Commonwealth 
Parliament. He was impressed with the ability and the experience of many of his 
fellow parliamentarians. In his autobiography, he recounted his impressions of the 
first Parliament.

Still, it is safe to say that of the seventy-five representatives and thirty-
six senators … there were forty or fifty of exceptional outstanding 
ability. Most of the others were vastly above the average … It was said 
of the first Ministry that it was like a ship with too many captains on 
board. They had all been leaders in their own states and could not get 
out of the habit of giving orders and having their own way.

John Kirwan, My Life’s Adventure, Eyre and Spottiswoode, London, 1936.
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RESOURCE SHEET 4 continued

William Edward Marmion was born in Fremantle, Western Australia 

in 1845. By the age of 21, he had founded his own company. 

Marmion’s business interests included pastoral properties in places as 

far-flung as the Kimberley, shipping and later, gold mining. He had a 

good eye for opportunities, and his work helped to develop the fledgling 

industries of the colony, and expand its settlement.

Marmion’s interests in the expansion of Western Australia led to an 

interest in politics. He was appointed to the Legislative Council in 1870, 

and was elected to the Legislative Assembly for Fremantle when Western 

Australia attained responsible government in 1890. The discovery of 

gold in the 1890s brought dramatic change to the colony, with a sudden 

increase in the population and an expansion of mining settlements 

on the eastern goldfields. As Minister for Mines, he oversaw the 

development of the mining settlements, which, by the end of the decade 

– after Marmion’s death – would become increasingly hostile to the 

government in Perth. Representatives of the mining settlements believed 

that the government was working against their interests, and delaying Western Australia’s unification with 

the other Australian colonies in a Federation. 

Marmion was one of the Western Australian representatives at the Federal Convention in Sydney 1891.  

He did not stand out among much larger personalities, such as Henry Parkes, Edmund Barton, John 

Forrest and Samuel Griffith. When he did speak at any length, it was to caution those present not to move 

too far away from the attachment to Britain and the monarchy in their framing of the draft Constitution.

Marmion would not live to see the colony of Western Australia vote to enter the Federation in 1900.  

He passed away suddenly in 1896 from liver disease. The people of Fremantle chose to remember his 

service to them and Western Australia with the erection of a Celtic cross, which also symbolised Marmion’s 

devout Catholicism. 

Biography: William Marmion (1845-1896)

Portrait of William Marmion, 
Western Australia Parliamentary 
Library.

At the 1891 Federal Convention, delegates considered whether it would be appropriate 
for a law passed by the proposed Commonwealth Parliament to be referred to the British 
Parliament, or the Crown, for consideration. This practice had existed in some colonial 
parliaments. William Marmion was in favour of maintaining a firmer connection between 
the new Parliament and the Crown.

Under this bill the connection between the British Crown and Australia 
generally is so very slight, that we ought not to do anything calculated 
to weaken it. The time will possibly arrive quite soon enough for the 
connecting link to be cut altogether, and we should at any rate do nothing 
in this Convention to hasten that time.
Debates of the National Australasian Convention, Sydney, 2 March – 9 April 1891.
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As Premier of the colony of Western Australia, John Forrest was convinced that the 
Australian colonies would federate, but eager to ensure that this would not disadvantage 
Western Australia. John Forrest explained his position to the Western Australian 
Parliament in 1897.

I cannot help having a leaning towards federation, but I am not a 
federationist on any terms. I am only a federationist if it is possible to have 
federation with advantage to Australia and to this colony … Everyone wants 
to be federated, but we do not want to pay too much for it.
Western Australian Parliamentary Debates, Session 1897, Vol X, pp 200–201. 

RESOURCE SHEET 5

John Forrest was born to Scottish migrants in Bunbury, Western 
Australia in 1847.

Forrest began working for the Surveyor-General’s Office in December 
1865. In 1869, he led his first expedition to find the remains of the failed 
1848 Liechhardt exploration. Throughout the early 1870s, Forrest led a 
number of other expeditions. His confident leadership style and careful 
forward planning brought him recognition throughout Australia and 
Britain.

In 1883, Forrest became Surveyor-General and Commissioner of Crown 
Lands, and was appointed to a seat in the Legislative Council. He became 
increasingly involved in politics and developed strong beliefs about how 
Western Australia should be governed. In December 1890, he was elected 
to the Legislative Assembly for the electorate of Bunbury, and became 
Western Australia’s first Premier soon after.

Forrest was involved in the Federation debate from the beginning, 
representing Western Australia at the Federal Conventions in the 1890s. 
While he supported Federation and was pressured into agreement from 

the large gold mining population, Forrest faced opposition from the farming community, which believed 
Federation would bring increased competition and costs. True to his leadership style, Forrest took time 
to convince the electorate of the benefits of Federation, and tried to obtain a better set of conditions for 
Western Australia to join the other colonies in Federation. Forrest was successful in his bid for Western 
Australia to keep its tariff on imports for a period of time after Federation. But, his wish for the colony to  
be divided into separate Senate electorates, and for the building of an east–west railway across Australia 
were unsuccessful. Forrest encouraged Western Australian voters to accept Federation at the referendum  
in 1900, as it became apparent that the other colonies would federate without Western Australia. 

Forrest was elected to the seat of Swan in the House of Representatives when the Commonwealth was 
established. He served in the Commonwealth Parliament until his death in 1918.

Biography: Sir John Forrest (1847-1918) 

Sir John Forrest, 1898,  
National Library of Australia
nla.pic-an21399820-40.
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