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The Garden Clubs
years of Australia Inc.
Celebrating the First 70 Years
1950 – 2020

Our Motto
‘Friendship Through Gardens’
Affiliate members of The Garden Clubs of Australia Inc. are
extending the culture of gardening into the wider community
throughout Australia by:


actively promoting, contributing and participating in community
-based horticultural activities



contributing to and participating in activities assisting Botanic
Gardens and other similar institutions



assisting in extending the knowledge of the skills of horticulture
to the benefit of the whole community



assisting community charities both by gift and personal effort



assisting in the education of kindred organisations in matters
relevant to horticulture and gardening and educating the public
in the protection and conservation of our natural resources



promoting and encouraging areas of floral art



learning new aspects of gardening while enjoying the friendship
of fellow gardeners.
ABN 74 058 867 744

www.gardenclubs.org.au
Founder President: Margaret Davis MBE, OAM (1950–1971)
Front cover: Camellia japonica ‘Margaret Davis’ created by Arthur
M Davis of Cammeray, New South Wales and named in honour of
his wife, Margaret Davis MBE, OAM, the founding President of The
Garden Clubs of Australia Inc. The superb informal double flower is
creamy white with rose pink splashes and edge.
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The Garden Clubs of Australia Inc.
Celebrating the First 70 Years
1950 – 2020
The growth and strength of The Garden Clubs of Australia Inc. is a testament
to the vision of Margaret Davis MBE, OAM who founded the NSW Garden
Club on 15 November 1950. This remarkable woman had the capacity to
enthuse others to join her in various endeavours. Two of her most notable
achievements were the establishment of what became The Garden Clubs of
Australia Inc. and the concept of the Remembrance Driveway. Both have had
and continue to have beneficial influences on the lives of thousands of
Australians.

The NSW Garden Club became The Garden Club of Australia in February
1952, which then became known as The Garden Clubs of Australia Inc.
(GCA) in 1997. This booklet gives a brief overview of the activities of the
GCA, with highlights from each of the seven decades since its foundation.
We are grateful to Patricia Prior, Angela Karpin and Margaret Watts for
compiling this history.
The 1983 Constitution of the Garden Club of Australia recorded:
•
The GCA motto would be ‘Friendship through Gardens’
•
The GCA objectives would be:

‘to coordinate the interests of the garden clubs of the continent
and to bring them into closer relationship of mutual helpfulness by
association, conference and correspondence

to aid in the protection and conservation of our natural resources

to encourage civic beauty and roadside development

to study the fine art of gardening in all its aspects

to cooperate with other agencies furthering the interests of
horticulture and conservation

that the Club be non-political and non-sectarian.’
The growth and success of the GCA around Australia over 70 years demonstrates the organisation’s adherence to its motto and its continuing realisation
of these worthwhile objectives.

Imagine Margaret Davis’ astonishment if she could see what has happened
to the small organisation that she started 70 years ago!
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The First Decade - The 1950s
•

•
•
•
•

The NSW Garden Club was convened and founded in November
1950. Margaret Davis was elected President – membership fee was
set at one guinea.
February 1951: a central organising Committee of up to 20 members
was established and the Club’s aims, reflecting an early concern for
the environment, were set out.
Membership grew rapidly to 300 individual members by 1952.
Press coverage of the Club’s activities, such as flower arranging,
flower shows, talks and a monthly garden session on a Sydney radio,
attracted more membership.
1952: Margaret Davis initiated the creation of a living memorial (to
become known as the Remembrance Driveway) to honour Australian
Servicemen and women. Groves of trees were to be planted along the
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Left: Margaret Davis planting the first tree at
Goulburn for the Remembrance Driveway
project on 7 August 1954.

•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

Hume Highway/Federal Highway between
Sydney and Canberra. The public responded
generously in support of this scheme and
contributions came from individuals and
corporations both here and overseas.
•
1954: On her first visit to Australia, Her
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II and HRH the Duke
of Edinburgh planted two London Plane trees
in Macquarie Place, Sydney – see below right.
This ceremony
was followed
by a planting of
a Snow Gum at
the Australian
War Memorial, Canberra.
Goulburn Garden Club planted a
Remembrance Grove of 100 trees at
Towrang Club.
Berrima-Bowral and Canberra Garden
Clubs became involved in their local
areas.
1956: A Fragrant Garden for the Blind
was proposed. Completed six years
later, the garden was situated at the
Sydney premises of the Royal Blind
Institute. Sadly, the garden was
demolished when the institute moved to
new premises.
Anti-litter crusade was launched in
1959.
Clubs successfully campaigned for part
of the Snowy Mountains Hydro Electric Scheme to be diverted away
from the wilderness area of Mt Townsend and through the Geehi
Tunnel.
Ikebana enthusiasts Margaret Davis and Janet Waterhouse started the
Sydney Chapter of Ikebana International in 1958. The next year, this
group hosted the visit of famous UK floral artist Constance Spry OBE.
President’s Report to the 1959 Annual General Meeting mentioned
clubs in Brisbane, Darwin, Gladstone and an affiliated club in New
Guinea.
At the end of the decade, there were branches of the GCA in every
state, also NT – this amounted to over 2,000 individual members, plus
5

•

there were more than 600 individual
members of The Garden Club of Australia.
The Sydney-Canberra motorway has now
bypassed many of the old plantations, but
the work is continuing with the creation of
rest areas named for Australian VC
recipients, signposted by large blue and
white RMS signs. The President of GCA (or
a representative of GCA) is always included
on the Remembrance Driveway Council in
recognition of Mrs Davis’ initiative and members’ contributions.

The Second Decade - The 1960s
•

•
•

•

•

1961: The GCA’s Central
Executive advised country
branches that they could
establish/conduct their own
branches and pay an affiliation
fee of two guineas to the
Central Executive.
A talk by Mrs Davis on the
ABC’s first televised women’s
session boosted membership.
At the November 1967 Central
Executive meeting, it was
agreed to form a National Committee and create a separate foundation
club for individual members.
First GCA Convention, held at the Menzies Hotel, Sydney, on 30 July
1968. It was organised in two working sessions over two days. There
were 27 delegates, representing 16 branches and Affiliates from
Brisbane, Canberra, Darwin, Armidale, Blue Mountains and Lower
Blue Mountains, Dapto, Goulburn, New Lambton, Parkes, Quirindi, St
Albans, Shoalhaven, Sydney
Foundation, Terrigal and
Wollongong.
Second Convention session
approved the motion “That the
Federal body be retained to be
known as ‘The Garden Club of
Australia’”. Margaret Davis
was elected President, with a
Committee of ten.

Right: Typical 1960s Australian home.
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•
•
•
•
•

•
•

A Constitution Sub-Committee was set up.
The next two-day Convention, held in Wollongong in 1969, adopted
the draft constitution.
First GCA Journal was issued in 1968, edited by Daphne Wilmot.
1968: Donations to Tasmanian Fire Relief and Blue Mountains
Beautification.
1968: Margaret Davis reported that ‘teething troubles’ caused by early
invested funds being retained by the Sydney foundation club had been
overcome and congratulated Daphne Wilmot, who had edited the first
Journal issued earlier that year.
GCA Patron NSW Governor Sir Roden Cutler (1968–1980).
Margaret Davis President (1950–1971).

The Third Decade - The 1970s
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Conventions continued to be held every two years:
Leura (1971), Canberra (1973), Brisbane (1975),
Terrigal (1977) and Lismore (1979).
First residential Summer School for Gardeners
(organised by President Kay MacCallum 1971–1977).
First Life Memberships were awarded to Margaret
Davis, Janet Waterhouse, Sir Garfield Barwick, Mr and
Mrs Stanley Wright, and Mr and Mrs George Wilmot.
First President’s Day was held in February 1973.
1973: Zone system introduced; first Zone Conference
held, and Zone Coordinators established.
1976: GCA became a foundation
Above: Kay MacCallum, President 1971–1977.
member of “Keep
Australia Beautiful” and affiliated
to Nature Conservation of NSW and
Australian Conservation Foundation.
First GCA overseas tour travelled to
India.
Sam Silk in Perth and Vo Waters in
Sydney began junior clubs.
Late 1970s: Summer Schools for
Gardeners began at Women’s College,
University of Sydney.

Right: Ann Williams Clark at the Buderim Convention,
President 1977–1980 and 1983–1986.
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Above: Lallie Coombs,
•
Controller of Zones (1974); •
President 1980–1983.

1978: A school for flower judges was established.
Presidents: Kay MacCallum (1971–1977) and Ann
Williams Clark (1977–1980).

The Fourth Decade - The 1980s
•
•
•

•

•
•

•
•

By 1980, club affiliations had risen to 166.
GCA was represented at a number of international flower shows by Jean Duff, Nella Kelly,
Pat Hurrell and Hilda Upperton.
1982: A second overseas garden tour to the
USA.
A public risk insurance scheme was introduced
for Affiliates during the presidency of Lallie
Coombs (1980–1983). This resulted in a steady
increase in affiliations.
Zone system continued to be expanded.
1988: A fund was established to set up a
permanent home for the GCA. The Committee
of the GCA opened a Building Fund bank
account to receive donations and was augmented by a handsome bequest from long-time
member Roy Ritchie.
First intra-state Zone Rally was held at
Renmark, SA.
Patrons: Governors General Sir Zelman
Cowan (1981–1982) and Sir Ninian Stephens
(1983–1988).
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Above: Wanda Robbins (3rd
from left; President 1986–89)
with Mrs Burl, Joan O'Brien
and Joy Flockhart at the
Perth Convention 1987.

•
•

Conventions held in Leura, NSW (1981), Loxton, SA
(1983), Buderim, QLD (1985), Perth, WA (1987) and
Sydney, NSW (1989).
Presidents: Mary A (Lallie) Coombs (1980–1983),
Ann Williams Clark (1983–1986), Wanda Robbins
(1986–1989) and Joan O’Brien (1989–1991).

Right: Joan O'Brien, President 1989–1991, with Prof Carrick
Chambers, Director Royal Botanical Gardens, Sydney Convention.

The Fifth Decade - The 1990s
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

President Joan O’Brien (1989–1991) oversaw the
preparation of a new Constitution (1992) and the
Club became incorporated (1992).
GCA entered the computer world with the purchase
of its first computer. This equipment, plus faxes
and emails, helped GCA to spread and contact
Affiliates nationally.
Initiatives of many Zone Coordinators resulted in
the running of an increasing number of localised
activities, including garden schools.
National register of judges and also a judges’
training scheme were established.
Above: President 1991–94
1997: AGM - name altered to The Garden Clubs
Sally Kalina with John Zwar,
of Australia Inc. to emphasise the organisation’s
status as a national network of gardens, species,
Port Augusta Convention.
horticultural societies and flower clubs.
May 1999: First issue of new quarterly magazine, Our Gardens,
published with some colour pages and a broad range of articles on
gardening, botany, floral art and the environment. It replaced the
original quarterly journal.
End of the decade, GCA had around 550 affiliated clubs, many standalone organisations, a significant number of which were specialist or
species clubs.
End of the decade, the first GCA website was established:
www.gca.org.au.
Conventions held in Corowa, NSW (1991), Port Augusta, SA (1993),
Nowra, NSW (1995), Narrandera, NSW (1997) and Goulburn, NSW
(1999).
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•
Presidents: Sally Kalina (1991–
1994), Patricia Prior (1994–1997), Richard
Perrignon (1998–1999) and Rosalie
Pollock (1999–2002).

Above: Richard Perrignon,
President 1998-1999, at
the Narrandera Convention
in 1997.

Above: Pat Prior (President 1994-1997)
with the Mayor Cr Max Atkin at the
1995 Nowra Convention.

Right: Rosalie Pollock, President 19992002 at the 1999 Goulburn Convention.

The Sixth Decade - The 2000s
Sadly, GCA founding President, Margaret Davis, died in March 2000 in
Santa Barbara, California, where she had lived for many years. Although in
poor health for some time, she had remained undaunted in spirit and
retained a strong interest in conservation and the welfare of the Club that she
had founded 50 years earlier.
•

•

•
•
•

Beginning of 21st century, GCA addressed issues as a result of new
government regulations/requirements related to privacy laws,
insurance and not-for-profit organisations, plus banks implementing
direct debiting of fees and other monies.
GCA executive travelled the country to explain to Affiliates how these
changes would impact on the GCA and Affiliates. Affiliates were
encouraged to become incorporated organisations in each appropriate
State/Territory.
GCA Committee Members given designated roles. Job descriptions
were written for the roles.
GCA Constitution updated - original aims and objectives were
retained.
GCA settled a legal case relating to a bequest given to the organisa-
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•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

tion in the 1990s. Fortunately the judgement was
in GCA’s favour.
GCA stands at garden shows became an
opportunity for GCA to promote the organisation
overall and local affiliates.
GCA Sales Committee sourced Australian-made
products acquired to sell to show attendees and
Affiliates for on-selling.
Zone/Friendship Days became a popular way to Above: Lorraine Gillon at
promote the motto of the organisation and have
the Nambour Convention,
well known speakers.
President 2002–2004.
GCA established the role of an Education and
Resources officer. The 1st edition of Resources for Club Activities
published in 2004. 2nd expanded edition published 2008 in CD format.
2003 and again towards the end of the decade, nationwide surveys of
Affiliates were conducted with similar challenging results emerging
from both: How GCA could become more widely known by the general
public; how to attract new and younger members; how to attract people
with expertise to join the Committee and/or become Zone Coordinators; and how to meet the challenge of most effectively using limited
funding.
2006: GCA produced its first official Annual Report booklet.
2006: Pilot Zone Coordinators workshop held in Sydney - outcomes
circulated to other Zone Coordinators.
GCA became concerned about poor labelling of plants by the nursery
industry and lobbied to correct this problem.
GCA website continued to grow in use and popularity - a Committee
Member was appointed as the designated Web Administrator. The
website was redesigned in 2009.
Secretary’s role was split into Minutes and Membership; and mailouts
to Affiliates were outsourced.
First GCA planning/strategy meeting held February 2002.
August 2010: A total of 639 Affiliates representing approximately
40 000 members throughout Australia.
Conventions held in Cootamundra, NSW
(2001), Coffs Harbour, NSW (2003),
Nambour, QLD (2005), Albury, NSW
(2007) and Tamworth, NSW (2009).
Presidents: Rosalie Pollock (1999–
2002), Lorraine Gillon (2002–2004) and
Irene Woods (2004–2008).
Right: Irene Woods, President 2004–2008,
with Mayor Cr Stuart Baker at the 2007 Albury
Convention.
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The Sixth Decade - The 2010s
•

•

•

•
•
•
•

Over the decade, much work was carried out
by the GCA in relation to insurance. A change
in insurer occurred to cover new aspects/
endeavours of Affiliates’ special events (open
gardens), increasing number of community
garden Affiliates and the ageing of members.
This change resulted in lower premiums.
Use of computer technology enabled GCA to
provide services more quickly, however, there
is a cost with the never-ending changes in
technology.
Above: Jeanette Chown,
GCA Awards have been part of the organisation since 1972. In 2011, a major overhaul of President 2008–2011, at the
the guidelines for entry and judging was
Tamworth Botanical Gardens.
carried out. The Ann Williams Clark Medallion
was struck enabling affiliates to recognise the work/commitment of
their members. There are now seven major Awards, including Awards
for Affiliates and individuals doing environmental and community work
also a “Young Gardener of the Year Award”.
Second half of decade: new website construction commenced,
incorporating use of social media Facebook and Instagram.
Zone/Friendship Days continued in many Zones/areas with varying
formats.
Now 57 Zones across all States and Territories each with a Zone
Coordinator whose role is to liaise between GCA Committee and
Affiliates.
2016: Zone Coordinators Workshop held in Sydney. Where possible,
mini workshops were held when Executive members travelled in
Australia. All Zone Coordinators were emailed the outcomes.
•
Early in decade: Annual Photographic
Competition commenced. Using photos from
competition, an annual calendar was
produced which showcased Australian
gardens and members’ talents.
•
Our Gardens magazine distribution
continued to grow - advertisers increased and
classified advertising expanded.
•
Education document updated and
expanded, renamed “Ideas for Club
Activities” - available by email to Affiliates.
Left: Ken Bradley, President 2011–2015, plants a tree
in the Ballarat Botanical Gardens, 2013.
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•
2017: GCA President George Hoad
launched the Inaugural Australian National
Gardening Week at the Melbourne International
Flower & Garden Show (MIFGS). It is hoped that
in October each year Australians will focus on
the gardens and gardening in our nation.
•
The Convention Guidelines document was
revised to assist the organising committees.
•
At the end of decade: 700+ Affiliates with
the majority on email and an increasing number
creating their own websites. Transfer of informAbove: George Hoad, President
ation is cheaper and faster. Direct debiting is
2015–2020, announces the Inaugural
now the norm for payment of affiliation fees,
National Gardening Week at MIFGS
magazine subscriptions and insurance. Still
2017.
ongoing government policy challenges.
•
Conventions held: Leura, NSW (2011), Ballarat, VIC (2013), Orange,
NSW (2015), Ulladulla, NSW (2017) and Norfolk Island (2019).
•
Presidents: Jeanette Chown (2008–2011), Ken Bradley (2011–2015)
and George Hoad (2015–2020).

Above left: In 2019, George Hoad admired a clump of Brunsvigia josephinae (Josephine Lily)
in the Tasmanian Gardens. Above right: George Hoad visited the Hobart Horticultural
Society Show accompanying Her Excellency Professor the Honourable Kate Warner AC,
Governor of Tasmania while champion dahlia grower, Greg Fooks, explains how a dahlia
judge assesses showbench exhibits.

The Remembrance Driveway
As set out in the paragraph dealing with the first decade, Margaret Davis was
the instigator of the concept of a living war memorial to consist of tree plantings in designated areas along the highway connecting Sydney and
Canberra. She suggested that it should be the first project of The Garden
Club of Australia but recognised that it was an ambitious project beyond the
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scope and capacity of the Garden Clubs. She
successfully approached several influential people and
bodies, resulting in a meeting in May 1952 which
elected an Executive Committee with the aim of
creating a Memorial Highway between the two cities.
Since then, The Garden Club of Australia and its
predecessors have always had an active representation on the Remembrance Driveway Committee.
Initially this was the President, but more recently, it
has been a GCA representative of the President.

Plantings commenced in 1954 with Her Majesty the
Above: Past President Ken
Queen and HRH the Duke of Edinburgh planting two
Bradley at the ceremony to
London Plane trees in Sydney (- see p. 5) and a Snow mark the Remembrance
Gum in Canberra to mark each end of the Memorial
Driveway anniversary in
Highway. Although a number of trees were planted
2014.
over the ensuing 25 years, the development of the
motorway between Sydney and Canberra resulted in
many of the trees no longer being on the main route between the two cities
as had been originally intended.
Thereafter for some years, existing plantings were maintained but no new
plantings occurred. The bypassed plantings were handed over to local
authorities for continuing care and maintenance and were excluded from the
Remembrance Driveway.
As noted above, in 1992, plantings were recommenced and a program of
rest areas for Victoria Cross recipients from World War II and Vietnam was
instigated – initially 13 sites were dedicated.
Between 2000– 2009 a further ten commemorative rest areas were selected
and dedicated. In November 2010, a major new plantation of 45 000 trees
was dedicated to “All those in the Australian Defence Forces who have
served for Australia”. Later, three large depictions of the Victoria Cross were
installed at the M5/M7 Cutler VC interchange.
In 2019, a design competition was held for a memorial to the four Afghanistan VC recipients to be in the ACT
and the Remembrance Driveway
Council became a company limited
by guarantee to allow fundraising
throughout Australia and was
renamed the Remembrance Driveway Council with a new constitution.
Left: Valour Park, Canberra where the
Remembrance Driveway Council will build
a memorial for the Australian Victoria
Cross recipients of the Afghanistan conflict.
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Exmouth Community Garden, WA.
Photo courtesy @bluemediaexmouth

Judith Little arrangement. Photo Dale Andrews/Bettina Gollnow.

Land Art by Cecily Rogers OAM

