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12. Victoria Hotel 

 

The Victoria Hotel (the Vic) has been a Darwin institution since its opening in July 1890 and 
would be, according to the NT Times and Gazette, the ‘best and most commodious hotel 
north of Townsville’. Commissioned by Ellen Ryan, then of Grove Hill, it was a two-storey 
porcellanite construction. Initially named the North Australia Hotel, it was renamed Victoria 
on 11 September 1896. The hotel is an icon of the Darwin cityscape and was the grandest 
hotel in Palmerston for many years. Ellen Ryan hosted a number of VIP guests, including Mr 
Justice Dashwood and family and the South Australia Premier, Sir Thomas Playford, in 
1892.  

All hotels in the northern part of the Northern Territory were nationalised by the Australian 
Government in September 1915 after which the Administrator, the contentious Dr JA Gilruth, 
ordered the closure of public bar in the Vic Hotel, causing acrimony among already agitated 
working men. Thus the Vic has an association with the Darwin Rebellion of December 1918 
and the issue of political representation for Northern Territory citizens. 

The Vic has survived three major cyclones and World War II, during which it was 
compulsorily acquired by the Navy and relinquished in 1945. 
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History 
Lot 523, Town of Darwin, on which the original hotel was built, was one of the earliest lots to 
come into the hands of Darwin residents1. It had two South Australian owners by 1874 when 
Thomas Reynolds, an ex-Minister who controlled the NT but resigned to seek his fortune in 
the north, took a three-year lease on it. Reynolds was lost when the ss Gothenburg went 
down off the coast of Queensland in February 1875 but his lease endured until 1888 when it 
was sold to Ellen Ryan. Ryan took a mortgage with the Commercial Bank in 1892, but the 
bank, as mortgagee, transferred the property to Alfred E Jolly in 1895. The reason for this 
transfer is unclear2, but seems to have been mutually acceptable to both Ryan and Jolly. 

Ryan built the hotel, which was completed by builder Henry Matthew Debross in July 1890. 
In her initial application to the Licensing Bench, she proposed to name the hotel the Royal 
but by September that year had changed the hotel’s name to the North Australian3. At the 
same time she was building this hotel, she was building another at the Union4 in the 
goldfields area of Pine Creek where she had been a publican since 1873. 

Describing the hotel—the first two-storey building in Palmerston—as ‘a decided ornament to 
the main street of the city’, the Northern Territory Times devoted significant space to its 
description: 

The walls are of stone, the timber used is exclusively cypress pine, the ground floors are of 
cement, and the roof galvanised iron. Lath and plaster partitions divide the rooms, and the 
same material forms the ceiling, but this, we think, will in time prove a very troublesome and 
expensive mistake, for we hardly expect that such material will stand the wear and tear of time 
in this country where thunderstorms are so severe and the wet and dry seasons are so regular. 
But still that has yet to be proved. As far as actual accommodation goes the hotel is none too 
lavishly provided, though amply so for all purposes for some time to come. On the ground floor 
there are eight rooms in the main building. These include a billiard room, 25ft x 20ft; a 
Commercial Room, 18ft x 17ft; and a dining room 24ft x 16ft. The bar adjoins the Billiard room 
and is well disposed for the convenience of the whole house. Underneath it is a capricious 
cellar 16ft x 15ft, and a fine wide hall runs from front to back of the building. A staircase leads to 
the second storey where there are nine rooms — an assembly room 28 x 17’, and eight 
bedrooms — besides a [illegible] bath room. A 10ft balcony runs along the back of the building, 
both sides, [illegible] of the front, and this should be a charming retreat at all times from the 
dust and worry of the lower world. It is the first two storey hotel that has been built here, and its 
erection reflects the greatest credit upon the ability of the contractor, Mr. H. M. Debross, whose 
work throughout appears to have a first-class stamp about it. Though his contract is completed 
it will yet be many weeks before the house is thrown open to the public, as a licence cannot he 
obtained until September. We take it for granted that with a house like the Royal Mrs. Ryan will 
secure a fair proportion of the hotel business of the town. The pluck evidenced by her 
investment certainly deserves substantial acknowledgement.5 

                                                
1 One of the great problems was that land was owned by absentee landlords who did not pay rates. This created difficulty in 
respect of the provision of basic services such as garbage collection, animal control and the like. 
2 It is a matter of speculation, but in May 1881 Ryan sought and was granted a Protection Order from her estranged husband, 
William Ryan who she had paid £50 to leave the Northern Territory. Putting the property in Jolly’s name may have quarantined 
it from any potential claim by William. 
3 NT Times and Gazette, 12 September 1890. 
4 This was named the Union Hotel. She transferred (sold) the license to George Connelly in August 1890. 
5 NT Times and Gazette, 11 July 1890, p2. 
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As mentioned above, Ryan ran the North Australian Hotel until 1 May 18966 when she sold 
the lease to George Henry James and his wife Evangeline Florence James and assumed 
the lease for the Palmerston Club Hotel7. She sold much of the furniture from the North 
Australian8. By this time, she had hosted a number of VIP visitors and earned a reputation 
as a professional caterer and gracious hostess.  

George James, the ‘late Manager and Secretary of the Reform Club, Sydney’9, lost little time 
in facilitating the establishment of the first Masonic Lodge in the Northern Territory. The Port 
Darwin Lodge was opened at the North Australian Hotel on 6 May 1896 and police inspector 
Paul Foelsche was installed as its first Master. James was invested as Treasurer. Lodge 
meetings, declared the NT Times, would be held at the North Australian Hotel on the 
Thursday of or after the full moon10. 

The absence of a District or Town Council with any clout was a constant problem. James 
found himself having to take matters into his own hands: 

PUBLIC NOTICE 

All goats, pigs, &c, found trespassing on the allotment occupied by the North Australian Hotel 
will be destroyed. 

G. H. JAMES 
Manager 

In September 1896, James changed the name from the North Australian Hotel to Hotel 
Victoria, which was greeted with the comment that it ‘sounds well, but indicates nothing in 
particular’11. That is an odd comment, given that it was the name of the reigning monarch. 
Nonetheless, James set about adding a new wing to the hotel, which encroached on a 
neighbouring block of land. 

In December that year, Mounted Constable Robert Thorpe was arrested and charged with 
‘an attempt to ravish Mrs James of the Hotel Victoria’12 on 5 November. Defending herself 
with the pin of her brooch, Evangeline scratched his neck, providing corroborative evidence 
of her account of the facts. The matter was heard on 23 and 24 December after which 
Justice Dashwood committed Thorpe to stand trial.13 

An intense cyclone, reported by the media as a ‘terrible hurricane’, struck Port Darwin early 
in the hours of 6 January 1897, destroying more than 18 of the 29-strong pearling fleet and 
killing in the order of 28 people. The town suffered extensive damage, estimated at being in 
excess of £150,000. The Hotel Victoria, one of the strongest structures, did not escape the 
wrath of nature: 

  

                                                
6 NT Times and Gazette, 1 May 1896, p3. 
7 NT Times and Gazette, 22 May 1896, p4. 
8 NT Times and Gazette, 24 April 1896, p2. 
9 NT Times and Gazette, 25 September 1896, p 1. The Reform Club was a private, member’s only gentlemen’s club based on 
upper class British practices. 
10 NT Times and Gazette, 15 May 1896, p3. 
11 NT Times and Gazette, 11 September 1896, p2. 
12 NT Times and Gazette, 18 December 1896, p3. 
13 NT Times and Gazette, 1 January 1897, p3. 
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The Hotel Victoria, though not so badly damaged, nevertheless received a severe smashing. 
The northern wing was unroofed, part of the stone gable end gave way, and nearly the whole of 
one side of the new wing (only just erected) was stripped of its roof. The ceiling cracked and 
fell, and a whole room full of furniture, including bedstead, chest of drawer, and wash-stand, fell 
through with a terrible crash into the billiard room below.14 

 

Florenz Bleeser Collection, National Library of Australia 

Some time after daybreak, George James fell from the first floor balcony, breaking an arm 
and sustaining other serious injuries that caused his hospitalisation15. By 12 February, the 
paper was reporting that: 

The Hotel Victoria is in a very finished state, and on all sides work is being actively pushed on 
where material is available.16 

George and Evangeline James sold the lease for the hotel to John Barton Knott from 
Adelaide River. Knott took over the lease with effect from 1 May 189717. His wife, Jane 
Cecile Knott, successfully applied to the Licensing Bench to transfer the license for the 
Railway Refreshment Rooms at the Adelaide River Station to Ann Elizabeth Dolan18. The 
James’ moved to Sydney were they were reported to have purchased ‘one of Quong Tart’s 
best refreshment rooms in George Street, No 777, and appears to be doing a capital 
trade’19. 

By 1898, the Knotts’ fortune appears to have changed. A meeting of their creditors was 
called for 25 May 189820. The result of that meeting is not clear, but by 23 September 1898 it 
was reported that George William Martin was vacating his lease of the Playford Club Hotel in 

                                                
14 NT Times and Gazette, 25 January 1897, p2. 
15 NT Times and Gazette, 25 January 1897, p3. 
16 NT Times and Gazette, 12 February 1897, p3. 
17 NT Times and Gazette, 30 April 1897, p3. 
18 NT Times and Gazette, 21 May 1897, p2. 
19 NT Times and Gazette, 13 August 1897, p3. 
20 NT Times and Gazette, 20 May 1898, p2. 
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Pine Creek to take over the lease of the Victoria Hotel in Palmerston with effect from 1 
October21.  Knott’s departure was reported as a ‘retirement’ while the paper noted ‘it is 
rumoured that… [he] will be the tenant of the Railway Hotel, Brock’s Creek’22. 
Notwithstanding those arrangements, the Licensing Bench did not sit until 13 December 
when the publican’s license was officially transferred from Knott to Martin23. 

The hotel was one of the central meeting places in town and for many years had been the 
meeting venue for a range of sporting and amateur organisations, including the Northern 
Territory [horse] Racing Club and the Pickwick Club24. In October 1899, the hotel hosted 
Donald McKay, Alex White and Frank White, cyclists attempting to ride around Australia25. A 
picnic to The Jungle26 on 22 October was thrown as a complimentary affair for the visitors 
and the North Australian Cycling Club by George Martin who made his way with the picnic 
on the hotel wagonette27. 

Martin appears to have taken a holiday in July 1900 because he was reported as an 
outgoing passenger on the ss Tsinan, which took a number of other passengers and 127 
cases of pearl shell28. 

By August 1900, a cottage had been erected next to the hotel.  Built by Amelia Albertina 
Kilian, the cottage was described as: 

…practically a four roomed house, with verandah all round neatly enclosed by iron and bamboo 
lattice work, with a multiplicity of hinged shutters for admitting the cool breezes on occasions. A 
well has also been sunk on the allotment at considerable expense; and in the rear is a 
detached kitchen, with cement floor and containing what is somewhat of a novelty in the 
Territory — bona fide fireplace with the orthodox chimney29.  

On 18 October, a missionary from Kapalga Billabong in Kakadu named Andrew Lennox30 
departed Palmerston for Adelaide by bicycle. His journey was described thus: 

Before starting he repaired to the sea shore, and, following the custom of previous over 
landers, dipped his bicycle in the salt water. He then adjourned to the Hotel Victoria, where he 
partook of breakfast at the invitation of host Martin, and from here he made his real start, 
leaving about nine o'clock. Mr. Lennox must be possessed of any amount of grit to tackle such 
a journey, as he is the veriest novice in in matters pertaining to a bicycle, only having learnt to 
ride a few days previous to setting out upon his self-imposed task. When interviewed just 
previous to his departure, and whilst his machine was being overhauled and properly geared by 
a local cyclist, Mr. Lennox said that he had not the faintest idea of breaking records, as he was 
only a learner, but he did not intend to loiter on the way any more than he could help. His 
reason for undertaking the ride was that he had to go to Adelaide in the interest of the mission, 
and as the next boat for South does not leave here until the 5th November, or probably later, 

                                                
21 NT Times and Gazette, 23 September 1898, p2. 
22 NT Times and Gazette, 7 October 1898, p2. 
23 NT Times and Gazette, 7 October 1898, p4. 
24 A satirical club ostensibly dedicated to science, but failing miserably. 
25 Donald Mackay is credited with being the third person to circumnavigate Australia on a bicycle, completing the ride at 
Brisbane on 25 March 1900. See http://www.cycletrailsaustralia.com/3_philosophy/many-picture-man 
26 Possibly Holmes Jungle 
27 NT Times and Gazette, 27 October 1899, p3. 
28 NT Times and Gazette, 20 July 1900, p2. 
29 NT Times and Gazette, 31 August 1900, p2. 
30 https://open.abc.net.au/people/2359 



  

Vic Hotel - page 6 
  

 

reckoned he would not lose much time by wheeling over, and besides, as he intends returning 
the same way, would save about £40 in fares—a considerable item.31  

Lennox completed the crossing, 2060 miles, in December 1900 in the time of eight weeks32. 

The Vic was used as temporary premises for a range of visitors to Palmerston, including 
insurance agents, piano tuners, government representatives and dentists: 

As notified by advertisement else where Mr Wilson, of the firm of Wilson and Craig, dentists of 
Townsville, was among the passengers for this port by the Airlie on Monday last. Mr Wilson 
brings with him a complete outfit of all the latest appliances connected with his art, and will 
receive patients in his private rooms at the Hotel Victoria. As his stay here will be a very short 
one, those among our residents who intend interviewing Mr. Wilson should lose no time.33 

George Martin was elected to the Palmerston District Council in May 190134. 

In October 1901, Ellen Ryan returned to the Hotel Victoria; Norman Macdonald, a manager 
for Luxton and Co at Pine Creek35, took over her lease at the Playford Club Hotel36. What 
became of the Martins is unclear.  

The Licensing Inspector’s report of March 1902 drew the court’s attention to ‘the prevalence 
of unsatisfactory conditions’ at some hotels, including the Vic: 

…it badly needed painting and white-washing, and that ‘dire necessity existed for additional 
water closets,’ there being only three of these conveniences for the use of some twenty people 
– male and female – residing at or about the hotel; also that a new stable was badly needed, 
owing to the present structure having been practically destroyed by white ants. The Bench, in 
dealing with this application, ordered that the necessary repairs be carried out by the licensee 
within three months from date, and on the promise of the applicant’s solicitor (Mr JJ Symes) 
that this order would be complied with, renewal licence was granted.37 

Notwithstanding the dire state of the hotel, a jury of six was sequestered there overnight in 
March during the trial of GC Riddel on the charge of manslaughter of George Headley on 18 
February 190238. 

Ryan went interstate for six months from 1 March 1902 during which time Charlotte 
Elizabeth Gore was the Licensee39. By March 1903, Ryan reported that the white-washing 
and other repairs had been completed and that new matters referred to in the Inspector’s 
report would be attended to over the coming quarter. On that basis, her licence was 
renewed40. 

The intervening years were relatively quiet, Ellen Ryan continuing to secure the Vic as the 
‘Tattersalls’ for the Northern Territory Racing Club. It was the venue for many social 

                                                
31 NT Times and Gazette, 26 October 1900, p3. 
32 Sydney Morning Herald, 25 December 1900, p6. 
33 NT Times and Gazette, 2 November 1900, p3. 
34 NT Times and Gazette, 10 May 1901, p3. 
35 NT Times and Gazette, 4 October 1901, p3. 
36 James, B, No Man’s Land, 1989; p193 
37 NT Times and Gazette, 14 March 1902, p3. 
38 NT Times and Gazette, 28 March 1902, p3. 
39 NT Times and Gazette, 11 April 1902, p4. 
40 NT Times and Gazette, 13 March 1903, p3. 
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functions, particularly lunches or dinners for citizens departing permanently. It was also a 
popular accommodation venue for visitors from up-country: 
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A number of country visitors departed for ‘out back’ by Friday's train. The previous evening they 
indulged in an old fashioned ‘jamboree’ at the Victoria Hotel, and had a royal time, much to the 
dismay of those who were not accustomed to seeing a social evening conducted with such 
alarming vigour.41 

In June 1907, all hotels in Palmerston adopted new technology: acetylene gas for lighting42. 
This would have been a most welcome initiative, given that fires were not uncommon from 
mosquito nets coming into contact with candles. 

The hotel was not without its incidents, including people falling from the first floor balcony 
and a range of petty thefts from those who were residing there. Occasionally there was a 
more serious matter: 

The Police Court (Mr. Justice Herbert presiding) was occupied for two hours or more on 
Thursday morning in hearing the evidence in a charge of assault and the use of filthy language 
brought against a European named Logie, on the information of the proprietress of the Hotel 
Victoria. The evidence went to show that the accused used most disgusting language and 
threw several missiles at the young lady behind the bar. The charge was held to be proven, and 
the accused was fined £1 and costs—a little over £3 in all.43 

In late 1908, radical proposals were proposed by the South Australian Government. Under 
the South Australian Licensing Consolidating Amending Bill, publicans throughout the 
state—and this included the Northern Territory—would be required to close their premises 
during the hours of polling on election days in addition to which: 

Women are to be debarred from obtaining licenses as keepers of hotels and the barmaid— 
excepting those already engaged in the trade—are [sic] to be abolished.44 

This may well have stricken fear into the hearts of Palmerston residents, Ellen Ryan being 
one of the most popular and successful hotel proprietors in the Territory. It seems, however, 
that nothing came of the proposed bill because Ryan’s license was renewed by the 
Licensing Bench in March of each year from 1909 until 1914, although a temporary licence 
was granted to Susan Christina Mansfield on 20 August 1913 during another absence45 from 
which she returned in March 191446. 

Change was afoot, however. On 1 January 1911, South Australia ceded its Northern 
Territory to the Commonwealth Government. Among other things, this removed any elected 
representatives for people in the Northern Territory. Under the South Australian regime, 
Territory residents had both a member in the South Australian House of Assembly and voted 
in respect of South Australian presence in the House of Representatives and the Senate. 
Under the Commonwealth regime, that representation was lost.  

                                                
41 NT Times and Gazette, 8 February 1907, p3. 
42 NT Times and Gazette, 28 June 1907, p3. 
43 NT Times and Gazette, 7 February 1908, p3. 
44 NT Times and Gazette, 16 October 1908, p3. 
45 NT Times and Gazette, 28 August 1913, p8. 
46 NT Times and Gazette, 5 March 1914, p7. 
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In December 1911, Ryan was reported as departing in the ss Mataram for a ‘considerable 
stay south for health reasons’47. Her licence was renewed on 12 March 191248 and she 
returned to Darwin on the ss St Albans later in the month ‘looking as well as ever’49. 

It was, perhaps, ominous that the Reverend J Bennett sermonised in the Methodist Church 
on 1 March 1912 about ‘liquor traffic’ in the Northern Territory. During the course of his 
sermon, he dismissed prohibition as a ‘false ideal, undesirable even if attainable’. The 
second solution, he said: 

…is complete State control over the importation and sale of liquor. Isolated State hotels are not 
a final solution, but they serve to point the way…The Commonwealth Government have here a 
unique opportunity. Many complain that the Territory is treated as a conquered province, 
disfranchised and voiceless. But if the Federal Government exercise a beneficient despotism in 
the direction of inaugurating a scheme of complete State control of the liquor traffic then a 
lasting benefit will have been conferred on the community and much possible evil averted.50 

As it happens, that is precisely what came to pass. In April 1912, Dr John Anderson Gilruth 
arrived in Darwin as the Commonwealth’s first Administrator of the Northern Territory51. He 
was controversial from almost as soon as his feet hit the ground. For example, the Northern 
Territory Times informed the good citizens of the Northern Territory: 

Professor Gilruth, as Administrator of the NT, will take the title of ‘His Excellency’.52 

World War I began in 1914 and would endure until 1918. The economic situation in Darwin 
was dire, with high unemployment and a restless workforce that was not enamoured of His 
Excellency. 

On 9 March 1915, Ellen Ryan’s licence was renewed however, along with other Top End 
licensees, renewal was not for the usual 12 months, but to 30 September. Twelve-month 
renewals were granted to hotels in Borroloola, Alice Springs, Arltunga and Horse Shoe 
Bend. Those with limited renewals were in Darwin, Brock’s Creek and Pine Creek.53 
Ominous writing was on the wall. 

Gilruth oversaw the nationalisation of hotels in 1915. It commenced with a Gazette Notice 
dated 5 October 1915, which read: 

 

  

                                                
47 NT Times and Gazette, 15 December 1911, p2. 
48 NT Times and Gazette, 15 March 1912, p4. 
49 NT Times and Gazette, 29 March 1912, p3. 
50 NT Times and Gazette, 1 March 1912, p2. 
51 In the SA days, the position was known as ‘Government Resident’ and was usually occupied by the Supreme Court Judge to 
save on the salaries of two separate appointments. Thus, when the Administrator of the present day is absent, it is usually the 
Chief Justice who acts in the position during the Administrator’s absence. 
52 NT Times and Gazette, 5 April 1912, p3. What the paper did not make clear is that ‘Excellency’ was the title conferred by the 
legislation creating the position rather than by Gilruth.  See, for example, Egan, Gilruth: a complex man, 2017 (self-published). 
53 NT Times and Gazette, 18 March 1915, p9. 
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G.N 176.15 

LIQUOR ORDINANCE, 1915. 

IN pursuance of the provisions of the LIQUOR ORDINANCE, I hereby make the following 
regulations in connection therewith: 

1. From 1st day of October, 1915, the hotel at Brock's Creek is closed for the sale of spirituous 
liquor. 

2. From 1st day of October, 1915, the hotel at Katherine is closed for the sale of spirituous 
liquor. 

3. On and after 8th day of October, 1915, all hotels selling liquor under this Ordinance, will be 
closed at 10 o'clock p.m. 

4. On Sundays, bona fide boarders may be supplied with liquor during the midday and evening 
meals. 

5. The Government Liquor store is situated near the Victoria Hotel and entrance may be 
obtained from Smith or Mitchell Streets. The store will be open to the public for business 
between the hours of 7.30 a.m and 4.30 p.m from Mondays to Friday inclusive, but will be 
closed between 12 and 1 o'clock for lunch. On Saturdays the store will be open between 7.30 
a.m and 11.30 a.m. 

6. Delivery of liquor from the Government Liquor Store will be given in quantities of not less 
than one case. Quantities of less than one case are to be taken delivery of from the hotels. 

Dated1 this fifth day of October, 1915. 

J. A. GILRUTH, 

Administrator. Darwin.54 

Thus, Top End hotels were nationalised on 30 September 1915. The above notice appeared 
in a newspaper otherwise deluged by news of the war, including a story headed Magnificent 
Australians landing at Gallipoli. Gilruth’s declaration did not appear to attract a single 
editorial comment, nor was there any mention of opposition to it. 

But opposition, there was: 

The hotel acquisition led to direct conflict between the government and the growing union 
movement, the forced resignations of hotel managers, increased prices of grog, the emergence 
of sly grog shops and two separate six-week boycotts of the government-run pubs.55 

James explained that when the takeover occurred, AE Jolly owned the hotel but Ryan, as 
licensee, managed it. There seemed to be little in the way of negotiation for those whose 
livelihoods were stripped by this compulsory acquisition: 

She said the government had promised her several weeks of free accommodation in the hotel 
until she could make alternative arrangements. But later when she sought compensation of 

                                                
54 NT Times and Gazette, 7 October 1915, p15. 
55 James, B, No Man’s Land, 1989; 194. 
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2500 pounds…the government said she owed eight guineas for board and lodging and Callan, 
the hotel supervisor, claimed he had not promised her free lodging. When Ellen protested, 
Callan did not pursue collection of the bill. However, the government did argue over her 
compensation figure and the final settlement was 1000 pounds less than the amount Ellen had 
requested.56 

After 40 years as a pioneer of the Territory, Ellen Ryan, aged in her 60s, reluctantly returned 
to Adelaide. She died there in May 1920. 

Nationalisation remained unpopular and hotel employees, now government employees, 
departed, dissatisfied with their working conditions: 

The trouble in connection with the Government Hotels is apparently not quite done with yet. 
This week boarders at the "Victoria" have had to go to the Club Hotel for meals, as the cooks at 
the first mentioned hostelry have left their work. Rumour hath it that similar trouble threatens at 
the "Club," and now, as the cooks there have to do for both lots of boarders until the vacancies 
at the Victoria have been filled, the outlook is still less promising.57 

During this time, the hotel was referred to as the ‘State Hotel (Hotel Victoria)’58. Not only 
were staff unhappy, but boarders were displeased with the increased boarding rates, which 
resulted in an ‘exodus of boarders from the Hotel Victoria at the end of last month’59. For 
more information, see the letter from V Hodson in Further Reading. 

This regime of state ownership persisted until 1921 when May Brown—better known as ‘the 
Wolfram Queen’—came in from the goldfields and leased the Hotel Victoria from the 
government, Gilruth having departed in 1919: 

May’s business acumen was acute and she knew how to draw the crowds to her hotel.  In 
March 1922 she reduced the price of draught beer, whisky by the nip and bulk whisky, forcing 
her competition, the Club and Terminus Hotels, to follow suit.60 

In 1926, the Government failed to renew May Brown’s lease and instead awarded the leases 
for the Playford Hotel in Pine Creek and Vic Hotel to Christina Gordon who ran the Vic Hotel 
and transferred the lease of the Playford Hotel to May Brown, which she ran for the next five 
years.61 

In 1929, the Government sold the Vic to Christina Gordon, her husband Duncan and sons 
Duncan Junior and Wallace.  The Gordons ran the hotel until they leased it to RA and JW 
Ferguson for 10 years from September 1937. In 1940, a company called Hotel Victoria Ltd 
purchased the lease from the Fergusons for £11,800.62 

Following the first bombing raids over Darwin in February 1942, the Navy took over the Vic 
Hotel until October 1945. The pre-war lessees were not interested in returning to Darwin so 
the Gordons acquired Special Purpose Lease No 1 in April 1946 and recommenced their 

                                                
56 James, B, No Man’s Land, 1989; 194. 
57 NT Times and Gazette, 13 January 1916, p15. 
58 See, for example, NT Times and Gazette, 4 May 1916, p 12. 
59 NT Times and Gazette, 8 June 1916, p10. 
60 James, p 217. 
61 James, p 220. 
62 Welke and Wilson, p 169. 
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business. Christina Gordon, who was 84 on Christmas Day in 1946, reapplied for the 
license, which she promptly sub-let to Lorna Lim.63 

In 1939 the Vic had 72 beds—22 single rooms of which nine were new; 19 double rooms of 
which two were new; and four three-bedroom quarters. Accommodation after the war was 
acutely short but by 27 February 1946 temporary sleeping accommodation was provided, 
although it had been stripped of all fixtures, fittings and furnishings like so many homes and 
businesses throughout Darwin.   

The Vic formally reopened for business on 2 August 1946.  At that time, it was intended to 
re-site the hotel on the northeast corner of Woods and Daly Streets in accordance with a 
much-mooted new town plan that was ultimately abandoned in 1951. In the interim, only 
repairs and renovations of a temporary nature were allowed.64 

Darwin Town Area Lease (DTAL) No 457 was issued to Lorna Lim, Arthur Fong, Alexander 
Fong, Richard Fong and Gerald Fong from 27 August 1952, they having paid £14,000 to 
acquire the land and buildings from the government. The Gordons received in excess of 
£12,220 in compensation for the acquisition and war damage and declined the invitation to 
purchase the property in 1952. 

The kitchen, servery and dining rooms were remodelled in 1959. The hotel was transferred 
to Carlton and United Breweries in 1965 after which further alterations and renovations were 
carried out.  

Cyclone Tracy caused extensive damage and in 1978, a major reconstruction and refit was 
undertaken to transform the Vic into a complex for Real Estate Development Corporation. 

In February 1988 the Vic Complex was purchased by Nicholas Paspaley Properties Pty Ltd 
who remained the owner at the time of writing (2017). 

                                                
63 Welke and Wilson, p 169. 
64 Welke and Wilson, p 170. 
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People associated with this place 
Thomas Reynolds – first lessee of the block 

Ellen Ryan – lessee, builder and first proprietor 

Alfred E Jolly – lease transferred to him by Ellen Ryan 

Henry Matthew Debross – contractor who built the Vic Hotel 

George Henry James and Evangeline Florence James - proprietors 

John Barton Knott and Jane Cecile Knott – proprietors 

George William Martin (and Mrs Martin) - proprietors 

Donald McKay, Alex White and Frank White - cyclists 

Charlotte Elizabeth Gore – temporary licensee in the absence of Ellen Ryan 

John Anderson Gilruth – Administrator of the Northern Territory 

May Brown - proprietor 

Christina Gordon - proprietor 

Lorna Lim – proprietor 

Paspaley family - owners 
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Additional Images 

 

NT Times and Gazette, 19 September 1890, p 2. 

 

1896 – name change to Hotel Victoria. 
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Circa 1910 – Hotel Victoria.  
Image: Port Darwin Collection, State Library of South Australia. 

 

1920s – Image: SS Godfrey Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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1933 – Image: Darwin Collection, State Library of South Australia.  Photographer:  A Ball 

 

1940s – Image: Northern Territory Library 
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August 1941 after a soldiers’ riot.  
Image: Duncan Jenkins Collection, NT Library. 

 

1945 – Image: CLA Abbott Collection, National Archives of Australia 
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1975 – following Cyclone Tracy.  
Image: Redco Collection, NT Library. 

 

1976 – under repair after Cyclone Tracy.  
Image: Government Photographer Collection, NT Library. 
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Extract – Letter to the Editor of the Northern Territory Times, 1916: 

Northern Territory Times and Gazette (Darwin, NT : 1873 - 1927), Thursday 3 August 1916, page 19 

 

We are always glad to receive communications from correspondents, but do not necessarily endorse 
opinions expressed under this heading—Ed. 

THE Government as Hotelkeepers in the Northern Territory. 

(To the Editor.) 

Sir,—How long is the present state of Territory mismanagement to continue? 

When will the continual harassment (at the whim of those in authority) of Territorians cease, and when 
will the Government wake up regarding affairs in this ordnance and official ridden country. 

Judging by the recent heavy increases in hotel tariff the Govt. control of hotels promises to be as big a 
failure as every other venture undertaken by the present Administration on behalf of the Labor 
Government. 

We all know what a huge success (?) ship owning, closer settlement, State farming, cattle raising, and 
horse raising, etc., has been, and how the Territory has progressed during the last four years through 
the yearly expenditure of half a million pounds. Notwithstanding the fact of this huge expenditure 
bringing in no return, and the absolute failure of various undertakings, we find the Administration still 
itching to try its luck in business. 

The liquor trade undoubtedly looked a safe investment and big profit maker, particularly as Vestey's 
works would employ a large number of men. 

Theoretically this new scheme looked a veritable gold mine; better; in fact, than any Territory mine yet 
discovered. Practically it has apparently been found otherwise, as those connected with the "stagger 
juice" industry continually affirm that the hotels are not paying. 

To keep the business afloat periodical increases in the price of tariff and drinks is likely to be made. 

Knowing the Labor Government and the Territory Administration as I do and of the wonderful things 
that hap-pen here, I am not surprised with the result of the latest State control venture. But to 
southerners, it must be a source of wonder that in such a thirst raising land as this we cannot make 
hotels pay! 

With their usual consistency and happy knack of appointing the right man in the right place, the 
Government send Mr. Callan along to us as Supervisor of Hotels at the modest salary of £600 per 
annum. 

This was an excellent start, if only to show that Australia is still in a sound financial position! 

Our present Supervisor certainly has been a publican, but prior to his appointment to the present 
position he was employed as a bank clerk. 

From the above one is likely to draw a conclusion which is not to the Government's credit. Well, as 
you all know, the new enterprise was launched with much swank, wage increasing, and what not, but 
the most high had not been reckoned with. 
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No sooner had the new potentate gazed with pride at his labors, and thought with satisfaction of be 
log which he and the A.W.U. had compiled together, than down came the lightnings, and Jove in all 
his fury, was at deadly grips with the new champion, or rather, supposed usurper of the divine rights. 

As a result of the struggle caused through Callan's initial blunders and the Administrator's early 
interference we had to dine for some time at "Dago" fish shops, or at whatever place we could get a 
meal. 

I may mention that Greece's attitude towards England at this time was very uncertain. 

It is almost unnecessary to state that the hotel strike was but the preliminary to further bungling, 
increases in tariff, drinks, etc., until at the present moment the charge for board and lodgings at 
Darwin's leading hotel (save the mark) is fifteen pounds per month, or an increase of over 100 per 
cent, on private enterprise rates. The "table" at this hotel has been improved, but not to the extent of 
war-ranting the huge increases in tariff. 

The Pine Creek hotel is perhaps worse than before, and is nothing more nor less than a "drinking 
shop." You are lucky to be asleep by three or four a.m, although after that, one's room is likely, to be 
invaded by an early riser! One woman aptly describes the place as a bedlam, wherein drunks amuse 
themselves until the early morning hours, singing, cursing, and talking. 

Senator Laird-Smith, speaking at the Town Hall recently, referred to men up country seeing many-
headed snakes and weird animals; these remarks apparently applying to men who were "well 
blithered." Could stronger condemnation of one's own party than this be made by any man? I think 
not. 

It will perhaps be said in excuse by those concerned that such things existed before, but neither this 
nor the following words spoken in Parliament:—"The Honorable member will be pleased to know that 
we have at last a paying business in the Northern Territory"—will ever justify the Govt, in its soulless 
control of liquor selling.  

The bulk sale of liquor in Darwin appears to be indiscriminate, and the incident of a storeman 
delivering an order in Chinatown is extremely ludicrous. Daily, cases of whiskey and beer leave the 
liquor store, often in charge of Chinese, aboriginals, and even half-castes. 

The fine of £50 and three months' imprisonment imposed upon a sly grog' seller, convicted in the local 
Court on July 18, fully bears out my statements and proves that sly grogging is still possible and 
profitable. 

Mr. Atlee Hunt, whilst in Darwin at the end of last year, referred to "drink" as being the biggest curse 
and development retarding factor the Northern Territory, had to contend with. 

Evidently the opinion of those in authority differs greatly, as drink and yet more drink, now seems to 
be necessary to Territory development. 

Passing now to the board and lodgings question. 

Why has it been found necessary to increase the tariff to such a large extent, and in this case I refer 
particularly to the Hotel Victoria? 

Mr. Callan and Mr. Atlee Hunt state that the business in not paying, hence the increased charges. 

On the other hand, owing to numerous petty complaints being made to the Administrator (no one ever 
thinks of complaining to the hotel managers or Mr. Callan) I understand he decided to increase the 
tariff and drive out all permanent boarders, most of whom are supposed to occupy the best rooms in 
the hotel. 
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Such a move is not inconsistent with the policy of Northern Territory Administration. 

A gentleman from Melbourne who arrived in Darwin per the Barentz on her last northward trip, 
complained to the Administrator about the accommodation at both the Palmerston Club Hotel and the 
Hotel Victoria. 

I am inclined to agree with the Melbourne gentleman regarding accommodation, although the Hotel 
Victoria is much cooler and better victualled than either of the other places. 

Walk into the Terminus or Club Hotel any time during eight months out of the twelve, and you will find 
that for a tropical climate the places are well-nigh uninhabitable. Mrs. Budgen, presumably just prior to 
vacating the Terminus Hotel, received instructions from the Health authorities to raise the height of 
the hotel ceilings; these alterations have not yet been carried out. However, referring again to the 
southern gentleman's complaint, the Administrator should have made the following reply:—"Your 
complaint may be justified, but I am sorry that until hotel additions have been made, until another 
hotel is erected, no better rooms will be available. Men who have to live and work here must be 
considered as much or even more than visitors who are here today and gone tomorrow. Theirs is a 
longer hard ship." But no. The Administrator is influenced by every Tom, Dick and Harry, who sees fit 
to approach him with childish complaints. 

I could enumerate many such instances, but there is not the space. 

In contradiction to the above the Supervisor definitely states that the increase to fifteen pounds per 
month is necessary to make the hotel pay—very sound business you will agree? 

Senator Newlands has it, that owing to wage increases to hotel employees increased tariff rates were 
necessary. 

Very well, then. Granted that something had to be done, why was retrenchment not considered as 
justifiable as the squeezing of the public and boarders, many of whom receive only £3 17s per week, 
which is much less than a laborer's wage. 

The present Supervisor's salary is too high, and should be reduced to a maximum of £400 per annum. 

In comparison to the paltry wage paid to some civil servants after 20 or 30 years faithful service, the 
above amount is ample. 

There also appears to be over staffing and over-paying in the liquor store; why is this not remedied? 
Much could also be done in other directions. Shocking business transactions should not be tolerated. 

Only four months ago, owing to bad management and still worse buying, an outside deal in whiskey 
cost over four hundred pounds more than the same whiskey would have cost bought in Australia. 

Possibly there are other instances which show the same powerful amount of business acumen! 

If private enterprise could, prior to Govt interference, run the hotels satisfactorily (growling was then a 
trifle compared with our present anarchistic feelings), and at a handsome profit, should not the Govt, 
do even better? 

Although the authorities knew, previous to acquiring the hotels, that boarding house accommodation, 
etc., in Darwin was insufficient, nothing has so far been done to remedy matters. 

The addition of rooms, say to the Hotel Victoria, which has a Govt owned allotment on each side of it, 
should surely have been possible since September 30th, 1915, on which date the hotels were taken 
over. 



  

Vic Hotel - page 23 
  

 

This would have obviated the present unbearable condition of things, and been more in keeping with 
the motto "Advance Northern Territory" which is daily pushed under our noses. 

V. HODSON.  
Darwin, July, 29th, 1916.  
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