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FOREWORD


Lorna Ollif has been writing since she was seven years of age – a talent inherited no doubt from her father who worked as a journalist in Victoria.


Lorna became interested in The Royal Blind Society in 1974 when a Girl Guide friend of hers took her for company to the monthly meetings at the Hornsby Branch Auxiliary.


In 1978 she started compiling the history of The Royal Blind Society, travelling daily from her North Shore home to Enfield to research the records, using her knowledge of shorthand to take verbatim notes and then later hat home she translated and typed her searchings.  So comprehensive was Lorna’s research it also included visits to cemeteries to confirm details on head-stones.  This was a dedicated task from a woman who has already written 9 books recording various people and events of Australian history.


Dramatic changes caused by advances in technology over the past 100 years have seen new opportunities for the visually impaired who now benefit from the joys of the written word.  Three historical books of the 9 by Lorna have been reproduced as “talking books”.


Lorna knows the importance of recording this history as it’s our heritage for future generations to enjoy.


I am proud to be associated with Lorna’s latest book, ‘Archway to Vision’ and this wonderful Australian who in her way “by the pen” can relate this history.

Shirley Sinclair

Government House

Sydney, 1992
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INTRODUCTION

At the request of the Board of Management of the Royal Blind Society of New South Wales, this History was completed for publication as part of its Centenary Celebrations.


The manuscript was handed to the Manager of the Society, Graham Laurence who, although pleased with the record of the history of the Society, did not find the time to publish it.  The Ladies of the Black and White Committee were keen to arrange a book launch at “Lindesay”, the Historic Homes Trust Mansion at Darling Point.


Following his retirement, and the appointment of Jon Isaccs as Manager in 1990, the Author approached him regarding publication of ARCHWAY TO VISION.  On locating the script, he proclaimed himself to be fascinated by the history of the Society as recorded, much of which he had never previously known.  When the script was being produced, General Paul Cullen, the President of the Board, had always professed to be very interested in the project.  However, he had since retired from the Board of Management, which did not now desire to proceed with publication.


As it seems to me that a recorded history of this very important Society was long overdue, the Author decided to publish a limited edition.  The Public is entitled to know the fascinating story of the Royal Blind Society of NSW and the magnificent work it performs for those entitled to obtain as much pleasure from life as possible, especially the very young.


In October, 1991, I visited the Society’s Open Day to inspect aids currently available for blind people, being particularly interested in those items suitable for those who had not learned Braille.  By now, Talking Books contain a much wider variety of subjects than they earlier did.  I inspected a small number of machines, these computerised gadgets could read the written or printed page, or reproduce it on a small screen for those with limited sight.  These machines, produced by a commercial firm, ranged in price from around $4,000 to around $24,000, meant to be supplied to Libraries, this could be adjusted to read in any one of 18 languages using one of four tones including male and female.  This would be a great benefit to young blind people, enabling them to research and join the work force, as computers have enabled some to do in recent times.

Around the Christmas period, 1991, particular attention was given to a fund raising campaign centring around blind children, for whom everything possible should be done by those interested in the welfare of children and young people.  Imagine never to have seen the wonderful World designed by God for the enjoyment of the human race.  Wonderful things have been accomplished among the young by the Royal Blind Society of NSW and the whole romantic story of this Society which has contributed so much to the welfare of the People of NSW and beyond.  It is my sincere desire that this book shall proclaim far and wide the stories of these wonderful people over a Century have devoted themselves to assisting those who need it most, right from the time of the far-seeing John William Wood and his Blind mother.

Hornsby

May 1992
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IN THE BEGINNING


About the middle of the nineteenth century, a blind woman lived in Sydney, presumably with her son John William Wood, at his home, “Glenwood”, on the north side of Hereford Street, close to the corner of Ross Street.  The Glebe, Sands’ Directory of 1875 gives John Wood’s occupation as “Mariner” but when he made his Will on the 13th March, 1974, he described himself as a “Gentleman”.  However, this was a common practice among retired men of substance.  Earlier, he must have had some occupation; his proximity to Darling Harbour and his connection with Thomas Mort also point to a distinct possibility that John William Wood could earlier have been connected with a seafaring occupation, although there has also been a suggestion that he was concerned with the clothing trade.


Wealthy he certainly was, a friend of the Allens of “Toxeth”, The Glebe and devoted to his mother, so there is no doubt he would have provided her with every facility that his money could buy to help alleviate the disability of her blindness.  Doubtless he provided a suitable companion for his mother, particularly if he were absent from his estate and he several times referred to those who had helped her.  Her condition made him aware of the handicaps suffered by other blind people of the time, particularly those without money and with little chance of being able to earn it.

Although the mother and son had a number of friends in the Sydney area, it seems they did not have any relatives on this side of the world.  Mrs Wood had been the half sister of William and Peter Charles Yeates and Wood left legacies to their sons, at least one of whom lived in London; he does not specify the address of the second.

On his late father’s side, it could seem that John Wood’s relatives were comfortably situatied and that he had been an ‘only’ child, his mother, possibly having been his father’s second wife.  However, he did not forget his origins, for in his long, hand written Will of 12 pages, he also left legacies to ‘John Wood of Hampton House, Lutton Road, Chatham, Kent, the nephew of my late father’; to Thomas, the son of Lucy, the eldest daughter of the late
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Thomas William Wood, his uncle who was also an artist and also of Hampton House.  Further beneficiaries were Harriet Wood; Elizabeth, niece of his father and Humphrey Wood, solicitor, the last two also being residents of Chatham.

The substantial estate of John Wood totalled in the vicinity of £20,000 and after mentioning the payment of any debts, his first bequest was that £5,000 should be invested in Government securities for the benefit of Robert Noel Tooth, the son of his ‘esteemed friend’, Herbert Tooth, of Yengarrie, Queensland.  His friend, Joseph Jackson, also of London, was to receive £500, as was also the Reverend Mr Latimer of St John’s Bishopthropic, Glebe, both of these men also being described as his friends.  The lands of the Glebe originally belonged to the Church of England and the stone Church still stands on the corner of St John’s and Glebe Point Roads, less than a kilometre from the home of John Wood, where it would seem that both he and his mother were well known.


She had pre-deceased him, but he did not forget those who had been good to her, in particular.  His long list of beneficiaries includes his friend John Dawson, who was also his solicitor and Dawson’s son, Herbert Hockwell Dawson.  In fact the Will (No. 1458/2) gives every appearance of having been hand-written by John A Dawson, who signed it as a witness and simply signed by SW Wood and the second witness, a solicitor Charles D Meares, also of Sydney.  Frederick Augustus Broughton, the son of Thomoas Broughton and John Dibbes, the brother of  TA and George Dibbes, each also had  £500 invested for his benefit, as did Walter, the eldest son of George.

The polite Mr Wood aplogised to his friends, TA and Gorge Dibbes and also to his “sincere and valued friends”, their mother, Mrs Stephen Dibbes and Mrs TA Dibbes.  They were not to assume for a moment that, by his not giving a bequest to them, he had less esteem for them than for their brother, John, but he refrained from doing so because he believed they needed no such recognition of his friendship, as he assumed their brother did.


Apparently the legacies were distributed to those he considered needed them most and it is certainly a fact that there was a good deal of poverty in Sydney at the time.  By Australia’s unique method of settlement, appointed officials, most educated to some degree, exercised complete control over the convicts, the marines, the latter’s wives and children and any aboriginals who came close enough to Sydney Town.  Few of those so controlled had much education and the females were under a double disadvantage in that their proportion to the males in the Colony was very low.  Therefore, in the earlier days most females had little control of their destiny.  Undoubtedly, the most officially liberated woman would have been Mary, the wife of Rev. Richard
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Johnson, the Colony’s chaplain.  Apart from having two children, even Mary kept in the back ground, no doubt overwhelmed by her situation.


No official provision had been made for educating the increasing number of children in the Colony, apart from the books with which Mr Johnson had come provided, so he organised a convict woman, Isabella Hobson, to teach a class of children in 1789.  She soon married William Richardson and both assumed the difficult task of teaching from the beginning of the following year.  Soon a woman of a different calibre was on the scene; Elizabeth McArthur, wife of the paymaster of the New South Wales Corps, was not the one to take a back seat.  She regarded Mary Johnson as being distinctly uninteresting; nevertheless, she confined most of her energies to consolidating the interests of her own family, whilst the convicts and poor settlers struggled for existence in the growing Colony.  For the most part, this remained the lot of the majority of colonists, while those in authority possessed themselves of the land, struggling to obtain and increase the flocks and herds they placed thereon.  A few reformed convicts made good, particularly when whaling and sealing became profitable industries, prominent among these being Mary Rieby, but she only got her opportunity because both her husband and his partner died almost as soon as they had built their shipping business into a going concern.

Certainly, she was strong enough to be able to consolidate what they had started, but for the most part, women, whether of high or low estate, could do little more than work in and decorate the homes of their husbands.  If they were not fortunate enough to possess one, then survival was one long struggle.  Odd women observed the plight of the masses, particularly the women and children, and tried to do something for particular section.  Elizabeth, the wife of Governor Philip Gidley King, took an interest in “orphan” schools; Mrs Macquarie at least liked to know what was going on and seeing Carolyn Chisholm made a lasting name for herself when she instigated sweeping improvements in the conditions and employment of young female migrants in particular, in domestic service in the Colony.  But any of these reforms, excellent though they were, touched only one section of the community and most women, as well as children of the poorer classes and even males with any disabilities, were still among the disadvantaged.  Without any social services, Australia’s first voluntary, charitable organisation was formed in 1913, to relieve the distressed and enforce the sacred duties of religion and virtue in New South Wales.

Supported by Governor Macquarie, in 1818, the society was reorganised as the Benevolent Society of New South Wales.  Two years later, a building was erected on part of what is now the site of the Central Railway Station, as an “asylum for the poor blind, aged and infirm”.  To provide for the reception of up to 60 persons, it was partly financed by the Government.
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A new upheaval appeared in the shape of gold rushes, though this, too, was basically a male activity.  There were then many wealthy people in Australia, but still a large proportion of the population lived close to starvation, as they battled with social conditions and the environment, including fires, floods and droughts.  Now and again, the conscience of a wealthy man or woman, would be troubled at the plight of a particular section of the community and groups began to band together to alleviate, at least in some measure, the conditions of that class of people.  At last, some saw that the working conditions of all must be improved and that work must be available for all men capable of working.  The labour movement was born, supported by some Parliamentarians and gradually, Unions were formed to obtain better conditions of work and pay for the larger sections of working men, such as the shearers.  Until then, most of the education had been by the church schools, but the Public Schools Act of 1866 decreased the numbers of pupils in denominational schools.  Even so, education was not compulsory and it was not free.  When “Banjo” Paterson later mentioned that from his office, he could hear “the language uninviting, of the gutter children, fighting”, it was probably induced, not by their disagreement in play, so much as their actually fighting over food.


The charities began to increase, helped by the donations of philanthropic men.  Soon their womenfolk were not far behind them and wealthy women, like Rose Scott, threw themselves into the campaigns.  “Ragged Schools” were opened where a suitable room could be found, organised by some charitable women, where the “gutter-children” could be, at least, kept off the streets.  Soon these women were appealing to others to keep them supplied with old clothing and food, particularly bread, saying that this was sometimes the only food the children in these schools had to eat.


If then, the able-bodied man often had to struggle to obtain work and then struggle to obtain sufficient remuneration for it to keep his family even on the “bread” line, what of the woman who had no man to provide for her?  If like Rose Scott, she belonged to a wealthy family, she could afford to be independent, but a working woman had to find work that she would be permitted to do and one that would provide sufficient for herself and very often for her children.  This included the various types of teaching, nursing, factories, domestic work…and keeping a boarding house.  This latter meant renting a suitable house and providing the guests, who would probably be at least as poor as herself, with accommodation and food.  To do that, she would probably slave 15 or 16 hours a day.  Even so, she would be lucky if, for any length of time, she could pay her rent and food bills.  Probably, she would be forced to supplement her income by taking in washing, ironing or sewing as well.  Louisa Lawson (Henry Lawson’s mother) did this for some
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Time when, in 1884, she first came, penniless to Sydney with her family of four children.


And so, if these were the conditions for healthy strong persons in Sydney in 1874, when John Wood made his Will, it is not difficult to imagine the pitiful plight of anybody in any way disabled.  A blind person had no recourse but to depend on the charity of his family and often of his friends.  However, in a far less materialistic age, the viewpoint was a little different.  It was taken for granted that a family would stick together, helping its less fortunate members for a lifetime, if necessary and where relatives were not available, then friends were expected to come to the rescue.  That is no doubt why John Wood treated his friends so liberally.


Even so, while relatives or friends might provide the means of sustenance and shelter for a blind person, it meant the disabled person would be wholly dependent on others for education, if any, and entertainment.  Undoubtedly, many of these persons were left completely in the dark, perhaps only receiving attention at meal-times, as busy relatives sought to earn sufficient money to supply them with the necessities of life.  Naturally, able-bodied men rebelled, but what could they do?  The only course open to them was to beg on the streets.


This unsatisfactory state of affairs came under the notice of sighted people and a school was started at Newtown, but it catered only for children to the age of 16 years and like the Ragged Schools, was able to do little more than keep the children off the streets and keep them occupied.  Prominent Anglicans at St Andrew’s Cathedral began to discuss among themselves what could be done for the blind beggars in particular.  It was obvious that, if they were to be stopped from begging, they would have to learn a skill, so that they could substitute that as a source of earning money.


What could a blind man be taught?  Would he be willing to forsake his profitable occupation, for everybody who possibly could, had compassion on a blind beggar.  If he learned a skill, would he earn sufficient by its practice to make it worthwhile?  In any case, where would he learn?  Obviously, a suitable building would be needed, but what would be suitable, for as yet nobody knew what skill he should be taught.  Obviously, no matter what type of building was needed, the first requirement was sufficient money to acquire it….and so the endless discussion went on, perhaps over a long period. 


Although John William Wood evidently attended St John’s Church at the Glebe, it is probably he sometimes attended St Andrew’s Cathedral as well and at least, he was acquainted with some men who did attend there.  One of these was the Dean of Sydney, Rev William Macquarie Cowper, to whom he left £500 for his own use, but if the Dean pre-deceased Wood, the money was to go to the children of his dead son, William Cowper.  John
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Wood was not without knowledge of the difficulties of women in that male-dominated society, for where he left a legacy to a woman, he stressed that it was for her sole and separate use.


John Little, of the firm of Richardson and Wrench was to receive £100.  No doubt, John Wood had to depend on him to satisfactorily dispose of his home.  Alexander and James Gregg were to receive £25 each and John wood also remembered those who had been his servants and bequeathed £25 each to William Robinson and to his wife Mary, as well as a similar sum to Charles Hower, who had been his gardener.  To “evidence the heartfelt appreciation of my late dear mother and myself to her manhy estimable qualities”, he left his esteemed friend, Mrs George Allen, the wife of the Honourable George Allen, the sum of £50 to be expended by her in the purchase of a brooch, ring or similar memento.  Obviously, he did not intend that their friends would forget his mother.

He also wished his trustees, as a memento of the great respect and esteem in which he held them, to allow a sum not exceeding £50 each to purchase rings for presentation to Robert Tooth, Frederick Tooth, Robert Lucias Tooth of Sydney, merchant, Shepherd Smith of the Bank of New South Wales, Mrs Sophia Dibbes, Thomas A Dibbes of Commercial Bank, Sydney, Mrs Thomas A Dibbes, Mrs George Dibbes, Mrs John Thompson, whose husband was in the firm of Giles and Company, and Mrs James Dawson, of Park Mount, Macclesfield, England.


The latter bequest indicates that the Woods and the Dawsons may have been friends before John and his mother settled in Sydney.  Should any of the ladies to whom he willed a ring, prefer a brooch, or any other similar wearable article of jewellery, then, to the extent of the value of £50, such brooch or similar article was to be given to her.  Each ring, brooch or other article was to bear some inscription in memory of his mother and himself.


His trustees were directed to discharge the debt due at his death, on St John’s Church, Glebe and if he had not, in his lifetime caused a tablet or memorial window to the memory of his mother to be erected, the trustees, in their absolute discretion, if they considered there was a suitable place for the same, were to arrange for such a memorial window to be placed in St John’s church, Bishopsthorpe, Glebe.  He left the description of the window to be determined by his friend, John Dawson, as well as the inscription, but failing a suitable place existing for a window, a tablet was to be erected to the memory of his mother and himself, also left to the discretion of John Dawson.  In the event of Dawson being unavailable through death or incapacity, then the memorial was to be left to the discretion of the trustees, but the cost of either a Window or a Tablet was not to be less than £100 and of as much greater amount as the trustees, in their absolute discretion, thought fit.
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Apparently, Dawson and the other trustees did not consider it suitable to erect this window or tablet, as there is not now either in St John’s Church.  However, thee is a window dedicated to the memory of at least one Member of the Tooth Family.


His mother had been buried in the old Devonshire Street cemetery, now the site of Central Station and unless, in the meantime he provided a vault in the suburbs of Sydney, the executors were to purchase the necessaryground and build such a vault, to be as plain and substantial as possible, at a cost of not less than £100 and of as much  more in excess of that sum as his executors thought ift.  The vault was to be of a size to admit at least six  coffins being placed so that each was raised at least a foot from the floor and when finished , he desired his mother’s remains to be placed there.  That was also to be his burial place until conveniently filled, he granted use of the remainder of the vault to John Dawson, his wife and children.  Actually, they were buried in a large tomb in the old Anglican section of Rookwood Cemetary.


The Deaf, Dumb and Blind Institute “in or next to Sydney” (apparently Newtown) was granted £1,000 to be invested in Government or similar securities, and the interest, dividends, and proceeds were to be divided to the benefit of the inmates of that institution.  Much smaller legacies went to the Sydney City Mission, the Sydney Infirmary, the Sydney Benevolent Asylum, the Clergy Widow and Orphan’s Fund in connection with the Established Church and the British and Foreign Bible Society in Sydney.

However, following the bequest to the Deaf, Dumb and Blind Institution, occurs the paragraph which was responsible for commencing Sydney’s assistance to the adult blind in the city:

“I also direct and my Will is that in the event of a building to be appropriated to the benefit of the indigent Blind being commenced in Sydney or its suburbs within twelve months of my decease, a sum of Five Thousand Pounds be applied towards its cost, the receipt of the Treasurer for the time being or of the other person authorised to receive contributions in aid of such building being at all times a sufficient discharge to my said Trustees.”

Just one little paragraph, that eventually was to mean so much to the blind citizens of Sydney and in fact, New South Wales, but it tells us that John William Wood was fully aware of the desire of a group  of people to do something, at least for the blind beggars, although his own horizons were obviously wider than that restricted group.
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He was aware it was the general opinion that not much could be accomplished until the blind had their own premises.  Probably the plight of his mother made hi more anxious even than others to get the project started, so he stipulated the building had to be commenced within twelve months of his death.  The sum of £5,000 was a substantial legacy and together with that to be invested for Robert Noel Tooth, was the largest he left for any purpose.


Industry was flourishing about that time and there were many wealthy business and professional men who lived and worked in and near Sydney; often they gave of their leisure time and some of their wealth to aid those who needed it.  Those who worked for them were soon to demand that a portion of their wealth be more equitably distributed by means of better wages and working conditions.


Probate of the Will of John William Wood was granted to the named Executors on the 19th May, 1875, it being noted that he had died on the 13th March of that year.  The memorial tablet in the hall of the Royal Blind Society, which was moved from the William Street building, shows this as 15th March. The latter date is probably the one on which he was buried.  In earlier days, it was not at all uncommon to make slight mistakes of this type.


The named Executors, Shepherd Smith, John Dawson and Robert Lucas Tooth, fully realised the importance of the legacy, then a small fortune, that had been entrusted to their administration.  Anxious to implement the testator’s wish in the most advantageous manner possible, the executors, at a meeting held on Thursday, the 8th July, determined that His Lordship the Bishop of Sydney (RT Rev. Frederic Barker), Dean Cowper, Sir Alfred Stephen, KCMG, Thomas S. Mort and Alexander Stuart, MLA, should be asked to co-operate with them in administering the bequest of £5,000 “in aid of an Asylum for the Indigent Blind”.


Most, if not all of these man were connected with ST Andrew’s Cathedral and it is probable that they were all known to each other and had been to John Wood.  It will be noted that, already, words had crept in which had not been written by the testator.  One was “asylum”, although he had merely mentioned a building, but an asylum is described as a sanctuary, a place of refuge and safety for the shelter and support of the afflicted.  Nobody could deny that the blind of that time were afficted and Wood had specified that the building be used to assist them in any way that was needed, so no doubt this word was a suitable one to describe the situation.


It is also possible that this is the way the project had earlier been discussed and that, in their further deliberations, these comments were made by John Dawson, who was obviously very close to John Wood and would certainly know what he had in mind, even if he had not actually written it.
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The early Minutes made a point of noting that she had been blind, with the inference that the legacy was in memory of John Wood’s mother, whom he obviously loved dearly.  Again, he did not write this in his Will; nevertheless, the bountiful legacy that John Wood left has formed a far more useful and lasting memorial to his mother than any window, or tablet or stone he could have erected, as he initiated a service that was to prove of inestimable value to many thousands of others with similar difficulties as his mother.  The blind Mrs Wood should always be remembered as the one responsible for motivating her son to crystallise the dreams and aspirations of several concerned people into the very worthwhile reality.

As the men approached expressed their willingness to assist with the written wish of John Wood, steps were immediately taken to petition the Government for the donation of a suitable site for the building.  Mr Stuart, as the Member of Parliament present, agreed to see the Minister of Lands on the important subject.  Following a considerable amount of correspondence and numerous interviews with the Minister, it was finally agreed that application should be made to the Government for a piece of land, at the foot of Boomerang Street, adjoining William Street, Sydney.


In 1793, Lieutenant John Palmer, purser on the Sirius in the First Fleet, was granted 100 acres of land on wooded slopes to a bay the aborigines knew as Wallamoula, an old burial ground.  The straggling town hugged the banks of the Tank Stream trickling into Sydney Cove, but the asphalt and concrete of the 20th century was eventually to preserve the contours of the creek which drained the surrounding hills into the Harbour.  By the time John Palmer built his residence, he was commissar-general and close to what was to become the corner of William and Boomerang Streets, were his brickworks, supplying a large quantity of bricks and tiles for public and private use.


The old aboriginal name was changed to Palmer’s Cove, where Palmer safely anchored the small vessels he built for whaling and sealing and transporting cedar.  His charming and elaborately furnished residence, Woolloomooloo Farm, together with his orchard, were surrounded by hedges of briar roses and yellow gorse.  As it was one of the Colony’s earliest permanent dwellings, elegant entertainment took place there and the house was sited near the corner of Palmer and William Streets.  By 1830, a vineyard of 12 acres, with 20,000 vines was in the area, but the estate, mortgaged for £13,000 was sold to the Riley family.

A single track led past the estate to the Signal Station at South Head and foot travellers climbed a narrow path (Cathedral Street) to the expanding town.  The area became noted for its wind-mills and in the 1820’s, homes began to appear along the Darlinghurst Hill as it was then named and traffic increased.  Early governors had reserved Pott’s Point for the aboriginals, but
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elegant villas appeared there and by 1848, a new suburb connected Darlinghurst to Sydney by one continuous street.


Traffic in William Street increased in intensity, but the steep ascent with its treacherous sand dunes, was a trap to the carriages and horses, although barouches, gigs, phaetons, public cabs, laden drays and bullock teams were becoming universal, all driven at the highest speed their owners could accomplish.  William Street commenced close by, at Hyde Park, which had always been open ground; at first a vegetable garden attached to the convict barracks, fenced with a high brick wall to keep at bay the hordes of wandering goats.


A racecourse developed around the gardens, the first race meeting being held in 1810 and it was suggested that, perhaps on a crisp, clear, moonlit night, the thundering hooves of an eerie, galloping ghost of a horse long dead might be heard to round the corner by the Royal Blind Society.  By 1800, Hyde Park had been named and a remarkable piece of engineering known as Busby’s Bore was soon supplementing the inadequate waters of the Tank Stream for the citizens of Sydney.


Buildings of substance were erected in the vicinity, particularly along Macquarie Street and the nearby Catholic Chapel eventually became St Mary’s Cathedral.  In the 1830s, Sydney College was built, which became Sydney’s Grammar School and soon the site of the museum was established in the same street.  For the first time, William and Boomerang Streets were defined in a map dated 1865 and ten years later, the street was flanked by old-fashioned telephone poles.

Some hotels in the vicinity had wide verandas supported on posts and in the evening, lamplighters rode along William Street, with their long- poles to link with the loops of the chains that turned on the gas lamps.  During the night, mounted police patrolled the roads, while the horse-drawn omnibuses, heavily laden, struggled to negotiate the steep hill along William Street.  They could not be regarded as a pleasant means of travel; the floors were covered with straw and the primitive lighting consisted of smoky candles or smelly kerosene lanterns.


On the 23rd December, 1875, the executors were notified that the application for land to erect a building for the benefit of the blind, had been officially approved and suggesting that it was then time for Trustees for the project to be nominated.  Accoringly, a meeting was held at the Sydney Diocesan Register on 5th January, 1876, when the Bishop occupied the Chair and the first Minute Book was commenced.  The Mayor of Sydney, Benjamin Palmer, had been introduced to the project and he, Sir Alfred Stephen, solicitor John Dawson, Alex Stuart, Shepherd Smith and Robert
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Tooth were also present at the first of many meetings officially called by the committee of the new institution.


The subject under discussion was the steps to be taken to secure the sum of £5,000 left by John Wood upon certain conditions, in order to assist in the building of an Asylum for the indigent blind.  It was stressed that the money was intended for the erection of a building, but John Wood had left no instructions as to the manner in which the new building should be utilised for assistance to the blind.  However, it had been laid down that the building had to be commenced within twelve months of the testator’s death.  The executors and their helpers had realised that this restriction left them little time to procure a site and to overcome other difficulties.  The bewildering fact was that, if they did not know just how the building was intended to be used, then they did not know exactly just what their future needs would be, so they had to turn to others for some guidance as to what the uses and requirements of the building might be.  Obviously, the first step to be taken was to obtain a site, which they had done.  It was soon felt that the choice of prominent men the executors had made had been a good one, as Sir Alfred Stephen, in particular, was an energetic and knowledgeable man and it seemed to be mainly due to his efforts that the Government made the land grant.


Preliminaries for the proposed Institution proceeded without undue delay and the trustees then tried to decide on the nature and extent of the purposes for which the building was to be used.  Their charter to build was the commencement of a tremendous project that, over the ensuing 100 years, was to have such a marked influence on the life of Sydney and in particular, the lives of its blind citizens, of whom there are now estimated (in this century year of 1980) to be approximately 16,000 in New South Wales alone.


In response to the Government request that trustees for the proposed building be appointed, the names of all present at the meeting, with the exception of MP Alex Stuart (later Sir Alexander), were submitted as being those suitable to act in this capacity.  Executor Shepherd Smith then proposed that a premium of £10 should be offered by the newly appointed trustees as a prize for the submission of the best plan, for suitable buildings for the use of the proposed institution.  The plans were to allow for portion of the building to be erected at once and the balance could then be added as subscriptions were received, probably extending over the next 20 years.


Sir Alfred Stephen did not approve and offered the alternative suggestion that Edmund T Blacket, of 131 Pitt Street, be asked to provide plans in accordance with what the other trustees required.  This suggestion received unanimous support.  Other suggestions made were that the Governor of New South Wales, Sir Hercules Robinson, be requested to
