
 

Westpac Bank - page 1 
  

15. Westpac Bank 

 
This bank, constructed as the Bank of New South Wales in 1940, is emblematic of the 
Commonwealth Government’s £1.5 million civil and defence work programme between the 
years 1938 and 19411 when critical infrastructure was added to the town after years of 
stagnation and is an important element in the Bank Corner precinct of the central business 
district. 

The bank was damaged during bombing raids in 1942 and again during Cyclone Tracy in 
1975. On each occasion it was repaired and refurbished so little of its original fabric remains, 
although it retains its Colonial Revival style, which contrasts with its three counterparts on 
Bank Corner. 

The Westpac Bank building is valued by the community as an inner-city pre-war structure 
and as part of the essential commercial infrastructure of any city.

                                                
1 Northern Standard, 16 August 1938, p 12 – Minister for the Interior in Darwin. 
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History 
The Bank of New South Wales opened a branch in Brown’s Mart on 28 July 1937 and 
purchased the site of its new bank at 26 Smith Street from the estate of Dugald Little on 16 
May 1938 for £3000, the highest price paid in Darwin for a block of land2. Tenders for 
construction of the bank closed on 7 November 1938 and on 10 March 1940 the building 
had been completed at a cost of £17,9083.  

Its opening was enthusiastically greeted by local media: 

A few short months ago Darwin boasted a main street, a few stores and pearl fishing as its 
main industry. 

With the necessity of building a defence centre in the north the town has changed from a name 
on the map to one of the most important towns in Australia at the present time.4 

The building was designed by Frances R Hall and Harold M Cook from Brisbane, and Louis 
S Robertson and Son from Sydney. It was connected to water reticulation on 16 April 1941. 

The bank was closed on 20 February 1942 following the first two bombing raids on Darwin 
after which all personnel were evacuated. The building was badly damaged in a raid in June 
1942 and the interior destroyed in an ensuing fire. In December 1943, the manager was 
allowed to return to recover records that were still in the strongroom. 

When the badly damaged bank re-opened on 12 March 1946, it operated from the garage at 
the back of the premises because the strongroom was intact and necessary for bank 
security. 

In the meantime, however, like other buildings in Darwin, the bank had been compulsorily 
acquired by the Commonwealth Government during the war years. The bank received 
£24,375 from the Commonwealth, which included compensation for war damage. At that 
time, there was a proposal to move the Darwin CBD and the building was written off in 1949.  

The plan to move the CBD was abandoned in 1951 after which the bank purchased its 
former building for £250 but it was not until 1955 that the premises were fully reinstated. In 
1965 the banking camber was enlarged and the manager’s residence, erected late in 1951, 
was converted to staff quarters. There were further alterations in 1968. The architects 
responsible for the 1960s work were Bruer, von Schramek & Dawes of Adelaide. 

At the time of Cyclone Tracy in 1974, the bank had planned to erect a 10-storey building on 
the site. The building suffered damage during Tracy and the high rise never eventuated, 
although repairs from Tracy resulted in a major refurbishing of the building in 1978 costing 
over $1 million. 

In October 1982, the Bank of New South Wales changed its name to Westpac Banking 
Corporation after its acquisition of the Commercial Bank of Australia5. The building was 

                                                
2 Northern Standard, 17 December 1937, p 10. 
3 This included architectural fees.  Local media reports put the construction cost at £14,000.  Extracted from Welke and Wilson, 
1993, Darwin Central Area Heritage Study, p 185. 
4 Northern Standard, 9 July 1940, p8. 
5 Westpac Banking Corporation 



 

Westpac Bank - page 3 
  

heritage listed on 10 July 19966. Westpac sold the bank and remained as tenant under a 
lease arrangement with the new owner in June 2003. 

People associated with this place 
In addition to the many customers, some of the people associated with this bank are: 

Inspector Hall (1937) 

EVV Brown (Auctioneer who sold the block, 1937) 

Mr Southwell-Keely (BNSW representative who purchased the block in 1937) 

Dugald Little (former owner of the block) 

Frances R Hall and Harold M Cook from Brisbane, and Louis S Robertson and Son from 
Sydney (Architects) 

Messrs Richardson and Lusted (building contractors) 

Bruer, von Schramek & Dawes of Adelaide (1960s Architects)  

                                                
6 NT Heritage Register. 
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Additional Photographs 

 

1937-42 Bank of New South Wales.  
Image: John Flynn Collection, National Archives of Australia 

 

1940 – Image: John Flynn Collection, National Archives of Australia 
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1942 – After the air raids in February.   
Image: National Archives of Australia. 

 

1944 – Image: 549 Squadron Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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1952 – Image: Colin Gill Collection, Northern Territory Library 

 

1957-63 – Image: National Archives of Australia 
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1961 – Image: Senichiro Fujita Collection, Northern Territory Library 

 

1981 – Image: NT Government Photographer Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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