
A brief history of the “School on the Hill” 

Newcastle High School 1906 - 1929 

1. The Foundations Laid 

By 1906 the need for a high school for the expanding town, Newcastle, was apparent, so on June the 5th 
that year the first classes, of just twenty eight students, were formed. 

But the story begins long before this. The Tyrrell St site of the original Newcastle High School housed a 
primary school, built in 1863, in a neo-Gothic style, to house the growing student population of inner 
city Newcastle. This was the original “school on The Hill”, and today it retains its role as Newcastle East 
Public School. 

Designed by prominent architect George Allen Mansfield, who also has Royal Prince Alfred Hospital in 
his dossier, this building was significant for its efficient construction – a period of just twelve months – 
and its funding source – it was funded entirely through community contributions.  

 

This stunning building, with its sandstone columns 
and archways, Gothic features, its iron fleur-de-lis 
fence, and its striking elevated ceilings, was to 
become our first secondary school, some thirty years 
later. 

       

As the suburbs of Newcastle began to develop, towards the west of the original town, it was obvious 
the students passing through primary school needed opportunities to pursue a secondary education. 
Maitland High School was the only local high school, a considerable distance away by train. The early 
morning train trip to Maitland was cold and grim! 

By 1905 indignant parents demanded that the New South Wales government address the unfair 
situation which deprived young Novocastrians of a local high school.  

 With public agitation, and the strong advocacy of the local MP W T Dick, the government finally 
allocated several rooms to a fledgling NHS.  The following year, 1906,  the first principal Charles Rattray 

Smith MA, welcomed students to the three barely-furnished rooms 
allocated for Newcastle High School, within the grounds of Newcastle 
East Superior School.  

As a foundation principal Charles Smith played the key role in 
determining future directions and academic rigour for the school.  Soon 
nick-named “Caesar”, for his love of Latin, Smith was an impressive 
figure, with his spare frame, prominent moustache, and his flowing black 
academic gown. With his Master of Arts degree from Aberdeen University 
in Scotland, and his distinctive Scottish burr in his voice, he had 
previously taught Classics at Sydney Boys High, before his appointment 



to Newcastle High School. With his students, he soon earned a reputation as both a firm but calm 
disciplinarian, and a charming, cultivated teacher.  

 

2.Remis Velisque and the First Ten years 

While the first intake of students consisted of both girls and boys, the values immediately espoused by 
Smith and teachers were often expressed as simply  “gentlemanly”, and the school motto was a call to 
both decency and effort by all. A suggestion of the Anglican Bishop Dr Stretch, Remis Velisque famously 
urged students to ever-greater effort. In the ten years under Smith’s leadership, the school’s reputation 
grew dramatically, its many academic successes making a successful enrolment a very competitive 
process. As well, there was a strong pride in the school, and a durable fellowship bond united pupils 
and teachers for years after.  

In 1909, Smith formed the ex-students’ union, hosting its first annual dinner, and in October 1912, the 
first issue of the school magazine, The Novocastrian, was published. Staff worked hard to develop 
school culture around academic success and fellowship. Their success was reflected in rapid growth 
of enrolments, from twenty-eight in 1007, to more than 300 by 1912.  

Space was urgently needed, so by 1911 NHS occupied the entire “Hill” site, the primary having moved 
to new premises in Bolton Street.  Finally, Newcastle had its own complete site for secondary 
education. The location offered advantages for sport, close to both pools available at that time, the 
“soldiers’ pool” at Nobbys, and the Bogey Hole rock pool. The Ocean Baths came later in 1921. 

Many former students  had by now moved on to university studies in Sydney and reported back that the 
school’s reputation was strong. Caesar Smith had indeed built this strong school on the twin pillars of 
scholarship and school pride, and during this period additional courses were offered in photography, 
sketching, debating and church architecture. The school’s military cadets grew in numbers, and 
community singing was essential to school culture. In 1913 the school song Remis Velisque, submitted 
by a student, was the successful entry in a competition promoted through the school magazine.  

No uniform was required during these years, students wearing their normal “civilian” clothes, and 
Caesar Smith tried to prevent fraternisation of the sexes, with separate classes, and playground areas, 
for boys and girls. “Boys, keep away from the gels!” was his stern advice. His discipline method was 
gentle, and he never resorted to caning his students.  

Often travelling great distances to get to school, some recorded very long hours, and some fell asleep 
in afternoon classes. From the lower Hunter Valley, the journey might begin at 6 am, and include a long 
walk or bike ride, a bus and a train, with all required to “climb up the hill in the morning.” Headmaster 
was a constant presence at the gate to intercept and interrogate late-comers. 

Student Basil Helmore later wrote of Caesar Smith,  “Like a loving parent he had guided the destinies of 
Newcastle High School from its puny infancy in 1906, to its vigorous and promising youth in 1915.”  

War clouds were gathering in Europe, and by the time the school received the upsetting news of Caesar 
Smith’s transfer to North Sydney Boys High, in 1915, conflict had erupted on the other side of the world. 
The effect on the school would be dramatic and long-lasting. 

 



 

3. War 

Headmaster William Williams BA replaced Smith, and his broom swept clean many of the cherished 
school  practices he found at Newcastle High. Staff were not to wear academic gowns, and his laissez-
faire attitude to education was to “let the child develop.” At that time many noted a decline in behaviour 
and academic standards, and there seemed to be little backing “from the top” when teachers sought 
to reimpose order in their classrooms. 

Meanwhile war raged. The Novocastrian featured its Honour Roll of students killed, with six listed in the 
1915 edition. Another twenty six former students were listed as “enlisted for service”.  

The effect on the school was profound, with many having brothers or other relatives in the army. 
Debates raged in the school over the conscription issue, while girls prayed and raised money for sweet 
stalls to support our troops. It was a time in the school of extreme patriotism, with lessons on the 
national anthems of our Allies in the war. 

Tragic news of deaths of former students came too frequently, often published in the school magazine, 
in “Letters from the Front.” It was there that the school learned of the death of Clarence Jeffries VC at 
the Battle of Passchendaele, and Captain R W Howard in the Australian Flying Corps. Many others died 
or were badly injured, and the effect on the school was profound. 

When the Armistice finally arrived on November 11, 2018, the school erupted in joy, despite being in the 
middle of annual examinations. The school bell rang continuously, as did church bells, while industrial 
sirens blared non-stop. 

Several years later, in 1921, the Newcastle public raised funds for a splendid marble Honour Board, to 
recognise the valour of former students. 

 

     



4. George Saxby 
1919-1924 

Saxby led the school for six years, and cut a dashing and sporty figure. With his neatly clipped goatee 
beard and moustache, and dapper dress standard, he was soon dubbed “the grey ghost” by his 
students. Both Captain and Dux of Sydney Boys High, Saxby was directly engaged in the school, 
teaching Honours classes in Maths, coaching cricket, and always ready to make reference to the Bible. 
Deeply morally conservative – he actually banned school dances – he was an enthusiastic student of 
psychology of education, a precursor to our current school counsellors. Despite his reputation as a 
strict man, for troubled students he often had a gentle word, often supported by Biblical quotes and 
religious homilies. It seems probable that young student of French, Charles Goffet, may have received 
such a lesson. In previous years, William’s  “reforms” included delegation of certain administrative 
tasks to the prefects, a system soon turned to advantage by late or absent students, but Saxby was 
prompt in discovering the practice, and his punishments were severe. They included demotion to a 
lower year. 

Australia was in an economic depression following the “Great War”, and one positive byproduct of these 
hard times was students’ emphasis on hard work and high academic standards. Scholarships were rare 
and hard-fought, with Sydney the only university, and Sydney Teachers’ College the only such 
institution. The quality of teaching was extremely high, and students responded with great effort. 

 

5. Frank McMullen  
1925-1926 

Sport had been perhaps reduced in status under previous heads, but when he was transferred to 
Newcastle High, Frank McMullen introduced a strong bias towards competitive sports of all sorts. 
Himself accomplished at cricket, rugby and rowing, he had the school re-join inter-school sports 
competition, emphasising the social benefits – teamwork and leadership – as well as physical fitness 
and recreation. Described by students as a “gentleman”, he was not stern, exercising only gentle 
discipline in the school.  

6. R F (Bob) Harvey 

Transferred from the North Coast, new Headmaster Harvey had a reputation as a strong disciplinarian, 
which he soon lived up to. He ran the school almost as a military unit, with rigid rules and tight 
adherence to bell times. Remembered by students then as a martinet, he set about several reforms, 
including attempting to change the school’s colours. 

 At the time there was no school uniform. Addressing this “shortcoming”, Harvey tried to insist on all 
boys wearing the school hatband and tie, each of red and blue stripes. Though this was generally 
unsuccessful, Harvey did achieve one victory in school administration, controversial though it was. 

“Old Tut’s pie van”, drawn by horse, and selling hot pies directly within the school grounds, had been an 
institution at NHS for years. So popular was he that his arrival often provoked riotous behaviour, boys 
and girls clamouring to be served, prompting Harvey to open the school’s own “official” tuck shop. 
When Tut was banished to selling his pies in Tyrrell Street, a direct confrontation between he and Harvey 
was on. Students, loyal to Tut, crowded out the school gates every lunchtime, until Harvey drove him 
further from the school until eventually he gave up.   



Staff and students eulogised Tute’s departure, teacher A J Coombes writing:- 

No tinny trumpet tootles Tuttle’s title to publicity, 

No advertising agent pens him puffing little pars; 

But the silent years are witness of his ample authenticity, 

As constant to his pozzy as the everlasting stars. 

Such was the strict discipline under Harvey, and his controversial changes to school culture, that many 
teachers chose to transfer out of Newcastle. Yet under his abrasive and meaning leadership, academic 
and behavioural standards had risen greatly, and at the end of his tenure, most agreed that he had acted 
to improve the school in both performance and tone. 

But change was about to happen. With a combination of overcrowding at the “school on The Hill”, a 
destructive cyclone destroying some classrooms, growing enrolments, and Harvey’s political pressure, 
a new school was planned. 

Newcastle Girls High 

In August 1929, construction of the new girls’ building at Hamilton South was sufficiently advanced for 
some classes to move there. 

For the girls, it was the end of their long walk up Tyrrell Street each morning. For the boys, however, there 
was another decade of climbing. 

                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


