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In Part One,  William Tunks’ long Public life and public 
differences of opinion with local landed gentry was well 
documented. His fierce defence of public open spaces 
would make him a popular Representative today!

The recreational open space now know as 
St Leonards Park (181,116 sqm/40 acres) was 
originally gazetted as part of the St Leonards 
township in 1838 and known as ‘The Reserve’. 
It was later marked on the 1859 petition to form 
a municipality and designed as its centrepiece. 
In 1994 the National Trust of Australia included 
the whole of St Leonards Park in its register, 
describing the area as “a rare example of 
an urban 19th century park in the English 
‘gardenesque’ landscape tradition of the period.”

The first section of the Park was dedicated in 
1867 for ‘recreation and cricket’ (William was a 
leading cricketer at the time and lived nearby in 
Walker St). Prior to 1887 the ‘Reserve’ also had dirt 
‘highways’ through it. (Carlow and Walker Sts).  

William was persistent with his attacks on 
environmental abuse – including highlighting 
that ‘busy’ roads criss-crossed the parkland.  In 
1873 a Committee was formed and a petition 
circulated for the closure of the roads through 
the Reserve. Much controversy ensued. In 
particular, the issue of private land ownership 
surrounding the Park and who would most 
benefit.  William was certainly one, as he walked 
in the Park daily! The Committee won and the 
roads were closed. (Tree lined remnants of these 

William Tunks II, Environmentalist -  and the battle for open space.

William Tunks II was my 
grandmother’s grandfather. 
In Part Two we look at his 
public life and the legacy 
he left behind in the North 
Sydney area.

If any descendant of 
William II has photographs 
of him, his life or his family 
that they would like to share 
amonst us all, I would be 
very happy to have a copy to 
publish in this newsletter.-

 Joanna Love

St Leonards Park in the 1960’s during the contruction of the Gore Hill freeway

Tunks Way - said to be William’s 
regular buggy track to his home.



December 20154

forefront Reserve that followed. 
 William and the local people were successful 

in the end (in May 1868) because they 
demonstrated that originally the land had been set 
aside as a bathing area. Battles for access to the 
waterfront like this continued into the 1890s (e.g 
Cremorne Point Reserve).

In the early days of settlement most of the 
waterfront land was sought after by friends of the 
Governors until the Government ordered (August 
1821) that all future grants have a 100foot (30m) 
reservation for public use.  The three early grant 
holders in the (now North Sydney) area (William 
Blue, Robert Ryan and James Milson) wanted their 
land for future development and they did not 
want scantily dressed bodies swimming there!

Luckily,  William had the foresight to have the 
Council and the Colonial parliament set aside land 
for public parks, reserves, Gore Hill Cemetery 
and local swimming pools well in advance of the 
future increase in the population.

roads can be seen still today) 
The local paper ‘The Echo’ (1890) claimed that 

Mr Tunks, Mayor of St Leonards, refused to allow 
people to cut down the trees, many of which he 
had grown and planted in the Park and insisted 
that they be preserved for shade and ornament – 
something pioneers had little regards for at that 
time. He also played a major role in awakening 
Sydney’s conscience to the alienation of the 
harbour foreshores into private hands.

It appears that the early ‘land-grab’ for land on 
the northern side of the harbour meant that land 
around the waterfront remained in private hands 
and the local population had little access to it. 
The lack of a bridge (not opened until 1932) and 
the late arrival of the trains (1880’s) meant ferry 
transport dominated and the land around the 
waterfront was under pressure. The only public 
bathing area in the 150kms of Sydney harbour 
waterfront was at Wooloomooloo Bay. 

An historic battle for open public space took 
place in North Sydney in 1866 and involved 
William who was at the time the Member of the 
Legislative Assembly (MLA) for St Leonards (1864-
1874); the first mayor of St Leonards Council (re-
elected 15 times) and our hero of the battle for 
public open space. 

The report of the Select Committee on the 
Reserve, Lavender Bay (1866) documents 
the battle between those who controlled the 
waterfront and those who didn’t.  As Chairman of 
the committee and a fierce supporter of public 
open space, William went into battle for a public 
bathing beach and recreation area at Lavender 
Bay, citing the healthy aspects for the working 
classes of this facility - the tiny area at Lavender 
Bay beach was the only reserved area that was 
not in private hands. James Milson Snr had 
claimed it was part of his grant and even though 
a 30m public waterfront Reserve was understood 
to exist, he said it did not actually exist in law. 

The battle later became ugly when a petition 
from 165 residents objected to Milson’s request to 
include the foreshore reserve as part of his land 
(his relative was married to the then Surveyor 
General!) There was always some mystery at 
the time as to Milson’s ‘lost title deeds’ and the 
claimed possession of the land by Milson.  

William, (then MLA) and Chairman of the 
committee, was very vigorous in his questioning 
of the Surveyor-General at the hearing about the 

William Tunks II continued
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