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1917  A group of women and men associated with the 
University of Melbourne organised a Provisional 
Committee to establish a non-denominational  
college for women equal in status to the  existing  
four men’s colleges of the University.

1933 After a 16 year period of struggle and endeavour, 
the Provisional Committee was granted by Act 
of Parliament five and a quarter acres on which 
to establish a college for women attending the 
University of Melbourne.

1936  An appeal to raise £25,000 was launched in May.  
The foundation stone of University Women’s 
College was laid on 17th September 1936 by Lady 
Huntingfield, wife of the Governor of Victoria.

1937  The first wing of the College, named after  
founder and benefactor Dr Georgina Sweet,  
was completed in March at a cost of £12,418.  
The College opened for the 1937 academic  
year with 9 students.

1937 26th June. University Women’s College was  
officially opened by Lady Gowrie, wife of the 
Governor-General of Australia. 13 students  
were enrolled, including two non-residents.

1938  January. A third storey was added to the Georgina 
Sweet Wing, creating a total of 25 rooms. 30 
students, including 5 ‘out-students’, commenced  
the academic year.

1939 The “South Wing” Wing was opened and a year later 
was named by the College Council after founder and 
benefactor Dr Constance Ellis. It provided rooms for 
14 students and one tutor and a larger laboratory and 
lecture room. 17 students and two graduates came 
into residence in March.

1953 The Syme Wing, named after founders and 
benefactors Misses Eveline and Kathleen Syme,  
was opened by Lady Violet Brooks, wife of Sir Dallas 
Brooks, the Governor of Victoria. The building 
included two floors of student bedrooms and 
bathrooms, a dining hall and kitchen and a new  
flat for the Principal.

1958 The north block of the Fraser Wing was officially 
opened by Lady Thomas, the Mayoress. The final 
completion of this building in 1957 totalling 22 rooms 
(15 of which were opened in 1956) was facilitated 
by a bequest of £38,000 from Miss Sarah Jane 
Fraser, a teacher of English from 1907 to 1912 at 
the Melbourne Church of England Girls Grammar 
School; her will provided for the bulk of her estate 
to go to the University of Melbourne … ‘to be held 
upon trust for the Council or Governing Body of the 
proposed Women’s College which is to be affiliated 
with the University of Melbourne …’, to be held 
conditionally for the proposed college for ten years 
after her death. She was an outspoken advocate for 
women’s tertiary education. By the end of that year 
there were 126 students in residence.

Celebrating 75 years 
university college

Syme Wing, 1953

Opening of Fraser Wing, 1958

Act of Parliament ceding land as site for the College
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1959  The Williams Wing, named after the first Principal, 
Miss Susie Williams, was opened, providing an 
additional 15 student rooms, and a  resident  
tutor’s flat.

1959 The main entrance to the College was relocated  
from the south end of the Georgina Sweet Wing  
to its present location on the eastern side of the 
Sweet Wing.

1960 Leitch Hall, named to honour and commemorate  
the significant contribution to the College of  
Sir Walter and Lady Leitch, was completed at a  
cost of £20,000.

1963  The Roper Wing, named after the third Principal, 
Miss Myra Roper, was opened, adding 9 student 
rooms and a tutor’s flat. Student enrolments  
totalled 132.

1969  The Founders’ Entrance, a memorial wall to 
commemorate the College Founders, was opened 
by founder and former President of Council, Lady 
Leggatt. It was funded by founders and benefactors 
Eveline and Kathleen Syme. 140 students were in 
residence and there were 26 non-residents.

1975  The College amended its Corporate Articles  
to enable male students to be enrolled; an  
average of 20 rooms remained vacant  
throughout the year. 

1976  40 male students and 98 female students  
were enrolled.

1985  The Fraser South Wing was opened by Lady  
Janette Murray, wife of the Governor of Victoria.  
The three floors of this extension added 20 rooms 
and the year ended with 164 students in residence.

1986 The Head’s Residence, designed by Darryl Jackson, 
was built. This year also saw the number of 
applications for residence far exceed the number  
of places.

1987 A third floor of 5 rooms was added to the Syme Wing

1990  The Dr Greta Hort Memorial Library, named after 
the second Principal of the College, was opened by 
Dr Ursula Hoff, formerly Secretary of University 
Women’s College and later Assistant Director at  
the National Gallery of Victoria.

1996  The Graduate Apartments, a building comprising 
six self-contained apartments for academic visitors, 
was opened. Resident numbers, including 160 
undergraduates, postgraduate students and resident 
tutors, totalled 178.

1997  Hewitt House, providing an additional eight 
postgraduate/visiting academic apartments was 
opened. The total number of residents, including 
undergraduates, postgraduates, resident tutors  
and visiting academics, was 213. 

2001  The Academic Centre was completed; this  
comprised an upgraded library and resource centre, 
tutorial and meeting rooms and 12 en suite rooms  
for postgraduates.

2008  A new building, the Recreation Centre, was opened; 
this building, occupying the western part of the 
Rose Garden courtyard, provided student facilities 
including the Junior Common Room, additional 
tutorial rooms, a 24 hour kitchen, a gymnasium,  
and the Elizabeth Wade Common Room, plus  
26 en suite graduate rooms.

2011  After ‘turning the first sod’ in June, Stage 1 of the 
College’s new perimeter fence was completed. This 
replaced the existing post and rail timber fence which 
marked the boundary of what was known as the Old 
Carlton Cricket Ground long before the College 
opened in 1937.

2010 Valedictorians. Male students first enrolled 
in 1975

Ellis and Sweet Wings, circa 1950s



When University College first opened its 
doors in 1937, an article in the Christian 
Science Monitor contemplated its future:

Looking across the grounds to the 
stately old buildings of the University of 
Melbourne one feels that the Women’s 
College, when it, too, has felt the 
mellowing of the years will have a history 
which will inspire future women of the 
state with pride and reverence.1

This account explores these mellowing 
years and considers this imagined history. 
In doing so it glimpses what influences 
shaped the character of the College 
over its initial thirty years, the vision 
of its supporters, the personality of its 
Principals, and the lifestyle of its students. 

Since its inception in 1855, the University 
of Melbourne has attempted to grow in 
the esteem of future generations – Postera 
crescam laude! For many years those 
generations were exclusively men, but with 
State educational reforms and changing 
social attitudes in the 1870s, the rapid 
infusion of women to the University’s 
community issued a new era. Melbourne 
could no longer simply attempt to grow 
in the esteem of men, the University 
would now have to capture the respect 

and admiration of generations of women 
breaking the ‘taboo on knowledge’2  
and pursuing higher education. 

Part of a wider international movement, 
the admission of women to the University 
of Melbourne in 1880 would prompt its 
students, staff and benefactors to reflect 
on how women were to be accommodated 
within the University community. Not 
only was the intellectual accommodation 
of women brought into question, but 

so too was the issue of the physical 
accommodation of female students of 
growing concern. If a significant number 
of male students could live, study and 
socialise within the separate spheres of 
the University’s residential colleges, then 
why should women not enjoy that same 
opportunity? Thus, from a period of 
educational transformation and  
social reorganisation a ‘cherished idea’3 
burgeoned – the belief that women too 
should have an independent residential 
college. 

University Women’s College (UWC) was 
the realisation of this cherished idea. Its 
establishment would be a twenty-year 
campaign for the College’s dedicated 
supporters, who endeavoured to create 
an institution, indeed a community, of 
the same standing as the existing male 
residential colleges. The College developed 
from the ‘cherished idea’ of its champions, 
to a blossoming institution, populated 
by a community of independent women, 
committed to achieving a liberal and well-
rounded education.

The story began with ‘the need for 
a women’s college’, and saw the 
establishment of UWC within the broader 
social movements of the period due to 
the forces and arguments that enabled 
its construction. Marking the beginning 
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Miss Susie Williams and students, 1938

First intake of students at the College Opening, June 1937

tHe CHerIsHed IsLaNd
thirty years of Independence, education and Community at University Women’s College, 
University of Melbourne
sopHIe eLtrINgHaM



of this movement was the August 1917 
Melbourne University Magazine article 
“Wanted – A Women’s College”4.  What 
followed was the twenty-year fight endured 
by the Provisional Committee for the 
Establishment of a Women’s College – 
UWC’s most ardent supporters. In the 
face of wartime ambivalence, religious 
objections, a perennial shortage of money 
and outcries over the filching of public land, 
the Provisional Committee fought hard. 
Their pragmatism in campaign, solidarity 
in pursuit and grace under fire was to 
distinguish their eventual achievement. 
Emerging from small beginnings the 
Provisional Committee and its supporters 
built an environment ready for the 
pursuit of true learning, the fostering of 
a corporate spirit and the ability to have 
a splendid and lasting influence on its 
students and staff. 

From the start, UWC was different to the 
other women’s residences at Melbourne 
University. It had not been established 
under the control of one of the men’s 
colleges, had no religious affiliation or 
obligations; and it had been founded, 
almost exclusively, by independent and 
spirited women. When the College opened 
its doors in 1937 these differences became 
pronounced. Seven students entered their 
new home to an environment shaped 
by the vision and efforts of its founding 
women. The College’s pioneers had long 
fought for and envisaged a home – not a 
hostel – for women at the University, built 
around the principles of independence 
and self-discipline, and the promotion of 
an esprit de corps.5 Their objective was for 
the College to provide for “an adequate 
corporate life under liberal discipline”. 
Guided by the women who led the College 
– the former Principals, Vice-Principals 
and tutors – this purpose blossomed 
through their policies and influence on  
the College experience.

The leadership, policies and influence of 
women such as Susie Williams, Dr Greta 
Hort, Myra Roper, Muriel Crabtree and 
Dr Angela Milne cultivated the principle 
of a ‘liberal discipline’, which would come 
to define UWC and foster a sense of 
community. These guiding voices that 
drove the College’s culture and rationale 
would also affect the experience and 
education of its students. Many students 
had never experienced such intellectual 
and physical freedom before, nor had 
they been presented with such strong and 

admirable leading women. While the notion 
of a liberal discipline would be reinterpreted 
with each new era in the College’s 
history, it would remain a lasting legacy 
of its founding women and is a significant 
element in the narrative of UWC. 

The College had unique characteristics 
within the UWC lifestyle – those delicate 
balances between work and play – which 
created a collegiate environment that 
influenced the overall education of the 
women who lived there. The picture of 
college life and the student experience 
has always been at the heart of the 
UWC philosophy. Indeed, many of the 
Provisional Committee’s arguments 
centred on differentiating ‘college’ from 
‘boarding house’ and highlighted the nature 

of a collegiate lifestyle. The College was 
always intended to be a place where innate 
social contact would be invaluable to the 
students. The dining hall and common 
room would allow ample opportunity for 
discussion; there was to be a library and 
facilities for games, and for the meeting of 
students’ societies; pleasant, airy bed-
sitting rooms would allow students to have 
as much privacy as they pleased, or be 
such to arrange those most intimate little 
gatherings that were purely ‘for fun’.6 As 
such, the College was always intended to 
be a place where the development of the 
individual and the pursuit of true learning 
was the primary concern. It was to be a 
place where a corporate spirit developed, 
which in turn had a lasting influence on its 
residents.7
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Noel Piper (nee Rome) and Lesley Falloon (nee Keipert), 1938
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1960–1967  
Dr Angela Milne
Dr Angela Milne, a graduate in Geology 
from the University of Aberdeen, set 
new parameters for the role. She was 
the first married Principal, she resided in 
College with her family, and she faced 
the major social upheavals of the sixties. 
In spite of her continuing support for 
the College ethos of a ‘liberal discipline’, 
student expectations now leapt ahead of 
the previously accepted boundaries. To 
Dr Milne fell the task of maintaining the 
standards and traditions of behaviour of 
the College. Importantly, by her example 
of combining a career and family, she 
demonstrated to her students the freedom 
they could achieve by taking advantage 
of the opportunities tertiary education 
offered.

1967–1979  
Mrs Margaret Russell-
Smith
Mrs Margaret Russell-Smith faced 
increasing financial difficulties as 
enrolments fell.  With the liberation of the 
sixties, students had the freedom to live 
independently and there was increasing 
competition from the other colleges facing 
similar problems. What seems inevitable in 
hindsight was at the time the most radical 
challenge the College had ever faced – the 
decision to accept male students. Backed 
by far-sighted and pragmatic Councillors, 
Mrs Russell-Smith implemented this 
change while maintaining the College’s 
values of scholarly achievement, self-
confidence and tolerance. Whatever 
the difficulties of preserving standards 
of behaviour in the new ’mixed’ College 
environment, she handed over a stable 
community to her successor. 

1979–1999  
Mrs Heather Hewitt
Mrs Hewitt worked to establish a 
greater degree of independence in the 
management of the students by the 
students themselves, by promoting the 
principles of ‘self-regulatory behaviour’. 
As the College became more financially 
stable, Mrs Hewitt was able to achieve 
considerable development over the 20 
years of her Principalship. The construction 
of five new buildings, including the 
revenue-generating Academic Apartments, 
and major development of the grounds 
and gardens characterised this period 
and provided the College with a beautiful 
environment for the future. 

The Courtyard, 1980s
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1999–2002  
Dr Susanne Pearce
Dr Susanne Pearce took up her 
appointment as Head of College facing  
the prospect of financial difficulties 
resulting from the imminent application  
of the GST. There was  urgent need for  
n upgrade to some of the College’s  
geing infrastructure and  expansion  
of the College’s computer facilities for 
students. Supported by Council, she 
successfully dealt with these challenges, 
particularly in the redevelopment of 
the Academic Centre. This provided an 
upgraded library and resource centre  
for students, conference facilities, and  
12 additional en suite rooms for 
postgraduate accommodation. 

2002–2008 
Dr Deborah Seifert
Dr Deborah Seifert continued to 
encourage the active participation of 
students in the administration of the 
College and set out to reconnect with a 
wider range of the College’s alumni. The 
College’s firm business footing established 
by her predecessor was advanced by the 
appointment of a Business Manager, thus 
freeing the Head for more engagement 
with the students and alumni. With the 
successful completion of a major new 
building project – the construction of 
a three-storey Recreation Centre and 
Graduate Wing, the College was ready  
to face major changes in undergraduate  
and postgraduate education on Dr  
Seifert’s retirement in 2008. 

2008– 
Dr Jennifer McDonald
The introduction of ‘The Melbourne  
Model’ by the University of Melbourne  
has brought fresh challenges for her 
successor, the current Head, Dr Jennifer 
McDonald, in leading the College’s 
response to the new curriculum. While 
2008 saw the first of the New Generation 
undergraduates enter the College, 2012 
is the first year in which the College has 
enrolled a significant number of graduates. 
This is an important shift in the student 
profile and a significant milestone in the 
history of the College as it celebrates  
the 75th Anniversary.  

The defining contribution 
made by each Principal and 
Head of College has shaped 
the College’s growth and 
development over the 75 years 
of its history. Through each 
era, the founding women’s 
concept of a liberal discipline 
has survived 75 years of 
change and reinterpretation. 
It is there for all to see in 
the energy, enthusiasm and 
optimism of the students who 
make University College the 
active, welcoming and vibrant 
community that it is today.
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Joseph Lyons, Leader of the United 
Australian Party, was the Prime Minister 
and Albert Dunstan was the Victorian 
Premier.

Australia had a population of nearly 
7,000,000 with approximately 
1,800,000 people residing in Victoria.  
In 1937, there were 29,731 births including 
the births of several famous Australians: 
Dawn Fraser, Lindsay Fox and Kerry 
Packer. There were 16,227 marriages and 
800 divorces, leading to an approximate 
divorce rate of 1 in 20 marriages – much 
lower than the current divorce rate of  
1 in 3 today.

Difficult financial times were hard to  
avoid, and the Australian weekly wage was 
roughly $6.50. A quart of milk would cost 
7 pence, a loaf of bread  was  5 pence, a 
pound of potatoes was 12 pence and  

a pound of butter fetched 19 pence.  
Male wages far outweighed female wages 
as a male factory employee earned about 
£285 per year, while a female factory 
employee would only be paid £123 per year. 

Sport has long played an important social 
and cultural role in Australia. On the 
3rd March, five days before the College 
opened, Sir Donald Bradman led the 
Australian Cricket team to defeat England 
in the 5th test at the MCG, retaining the 
Ashes. On the 25th September, Geelong 
became premiers of the 1937 VFL season, 
defeating Collingwood 18.14.122 to 
12.18.90. A horse named ‘The Trump’  
was the 1937 Melbourne Cup winner,  
with his sixth successive victory sealing  
his place as a racing great. 

In 1937, the Australian world of art was 
blessed with Max Dupain’s photograph 
‘Sunbaker’, and Norman Baker’s self-
portrait won the Archibald prize. Norman 
Lindsay’s nude oil paintings caused quite a 
stir at his Melbourne exhibition in October. 
For the most part his work was admired, 
however, some criticised the treatment  
of the subject matter. Nevertheless Lindsay 
is reputed to have enjoyed the disapproval 
of these “wowsers”.

Clearly, the College was established  
in a very different environment from 
today’s society, but remains a key part  
of Melbourne’s colourful history and  
unique story.

Melbourne 
in 1937
When university Women’s College 
opened its doors on 8th March 1937, 
Melbourne was a very different 
place from what it is today. Australia 
was still suffering from the effects 
of the 1929 Wall Street crash and 
the Great Depression. Despite 
these tough economic times, much 
was happening and here is a brief 
snapshot of life in 1937. 

Max Dupain, Sunbaker 1937 National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 
Gift of the Philip Morris Arts Grant 1982
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The ambitious reforms at the University 
of Melbourne have transformed the 
curriculum and introduced a new 
educational model in Australia, the 
so-called Melbourne Model. In 2005 
the university launched its Growing 
Esteem strategy and embarked on a 
major curriculum shift with six foundation 
or New Generation degrees in arts, 
biomedicine, commerce, environments, 
music; and science.  Based in part on the 
Bologna and US undergraduate college 
liberal arts degrees, the aim is to ensure 
undergraduate students are exposed to 
a wider range of ideas and interests than 
the usual vocationally-oriented approach, 
providing a generalist, liberal arts grounding 
for their later professional specialisation. 
Professional and research-focused degrees 
are now undertaken at graduate level. 

University College has wholeheartedly 
embraced this concept.  While 2008 
saw the first cohort of New Generation 
undergraduates enter the College, 2012 
is the first year in which we have enrolled 
a significant cohort of graduates. The 
impact on the College community has 
been profound with the larger number 
of graduate students. As such it is a 

particularly exciting year for the College 
and an important milestone in our history 
as we celebrate our 75th Anniversary.  

Graduates are typically older students 
who have a degree and often some work 
experience. They are highly focused on 
their studies, play an essential role in the 
life of the university and participate in 
the most advanced programs of study 
that are offered. We know that they will 
make a wonderful contribution to our 
community and be great role models for 
our undergraduate students.  

Undergraduates continue to be provided 
with opportunities for a transformative 
collegiate educational experience. The 
College actively promotes shared and 
personal learning experiences to assist 
them in taking full advantage of campus 
life. They develop a strong sense of 
belonging to a learning community in 
which they are challenged, motivated and 
inspired through more personalised forms 
of teaching and the many workshops and 
seminars conducted by Resident Tutors  
and Visiting Academics as part of the  
cycle of college life. 

Together with the exposure to a diverse 
range of extra-curricular activities, the 
University College student experience 
encourages the development of the whole 
person and seeks to expand perspectives 
beyond the confines of degree learning. 
The College promotes the concept 
of combining equity and excellence, 
with an emphasis on collegiality in the 
student experience such that friendships 
are formed across diverse cultures, 
geographical regions, ages and academic 
disciplines.  Thus undergraduates, 
graduates, resident tutors and visiting 
academics live and work together in a 
caring community where interdisciplinary 
networks and life-long friendships are 
formed. 

As we celebrate the College’s 75th 
Anniversary, we honour our past with a 
view to the future and seek to build on 
the College’s rich heritage to confidently 
meet the needs and aspirations of future 
generations of students. 

75 YeArS YounG: lookinG beYonD 2012
Having grown in stature over the past 75 years, university College will continue to build on the rich history of its 
achievements and traditions. its purpose has always been to educate, inspire and challenge its students, not merely 
to accommodate them. As the pioneer College for women’s education at the university of Melbourne, the College 
continues to be forward looking, and will advance the work of the College founders in a new direction. 



Dr Angela Milne and 

Resident Tutors

Students circa 1965

College entrance, 1959

Students in the Junior 
Common Room, 1958

Produced from the Archives of University 
College with the assistance of the editorial 
panel, Dr Jennifer McDonald, Gemma 
Egelton and Ian Forster. February 2012.

Beryl Donald was the first Graduate of the 
College, 1938

Founder and benefactor,  
Dr Georgina Sweet


