
Dubbo High School, to the Western Plains Cultural Centre. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the early 1900s, Dubbo had been pushing for a separate high school. This, like much that requires levels of 

governmental decision making, was fraught with difficulty. Once it got past “Caucus bluff and dodgery”, a tender 

process for construction was undertaken and that of Mr F. Dinham’s was accepted for the price of £5069/10.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fri 24 Jul 1914 - Dubbo Liberal and Macquarie Advocate Mon 5 Jun 1916 - Leader Orange 

The Great War of 1914 – 1918 was still being fought as the discussions, planning and construction of the school 

moved ahead. This shows the commitment by the Dubbo Council and citizens at the time who saw the importance 

of secondary education in the growing town.   

 



                 The tender form dated May 4th 1916. 

This drawing from the set of architect’s plans shows a cross section through the assembly hall. The assembly hall sits behind the long 

single-story building that faces Wingewarra Street and even in its present state, it has only been slightly altered since it was built in 

1916/17.  

There were 68 girls and 65 boys enrolled when the school opened its doors as an educational institution in February of 1919, but the 

official opening wasn’t to happen until July 8th of that year by the then Minister for Public Instruction (Education), the Honourable Mr 

A. G. James. An article in The Dubbo Dispatch of June 15th 1917 informed the community of the forthcoming events which included a 

civic reception at the Town Hall and a luncheon for 200 guests at the Protestant Hall. While it is unknown who wrote the article, or 

who was interviewed for it, one sentence did read “The committee have decided that all speeches, with the exception of the 

Minister, will be strictly limited, for which the Lord be thanked.” A sense of humour prevails even official events. 



The school at that time comprised an assembly room with stage, four classrooms each for 36 students, a science room, library, and 

staff and hat rooms. The coat of arms with its motto, Esse Quam Videri (‘to be, rather than to seem to be’) can be traced back to these 

1917 beginnings and the school magazine, The Bindyite, was to follow the following year. The Bindyite was to have an unbroken 84 

year publication run and provides a valuable insight into the school over that time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One historical involvement listed in the school magazine was to take place during the great influenza pandemic of 1918-19, soon after 

the school opened. The school closed for a period in 1919 in an effort to help prevent any spread of the disease. During this time the 

teachers moved across to a makeshift extension to the hospital that had been established in the old grandstand at the showgrounds 

to lend assistance to the hospital staff. This was a pandemic that was to see over 500 million people infected worldwide, about one 

third of the global population, and while figures differ, it is estimated that up to 50 million people were to die from it. 



While it would appear that a doctors writing is indeed close to illegible, even in 

1924, this medical certificate shows the long term impact of the influenza 

pandemic on the local community. 

“This is to certify that I have 

today attended Miss K. Ohlsen. 

She is suffering from influenza 

and will be unable to attend to 

her work for 5 days.” 

1.5.24. 

This was followed by a second certificate dated 5.5.24 stating that Miss K. Ohlson 

was still suffering from influenza and would not be able to attend school for 

another week. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dubbo High School from Wingewarra Street, 1921.  What is most likely the full school roll in 1924. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

Having outgrown the original classrooms, plans were drawn up in 1936 for a new building to run along the Gipps Street boundary. 

A further 2 and 3 level block was constructed in the 1970s on the western side of the schools 2 acre site, this was later demolished to 

make way for the WPCC. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In 2001, after a new senior college was 

completed in another part of Dubbo, the 

Wingewarra Street site was vacated. The land 

and buildings were transferred to city council 

ownership in 2002 and plans were put into 

place for the construction of the Western 

Plains Cultural Centre. With the demolition of 

the 1970s classrooms and library wing, room 

was made on the site for a contemporary, 

purpose built structure for the art gallery but 

the heritage and aesthetic values were 

appreciated in the older buildings and these 

were retained for the museum section of the 

centre. This would bring together the 

collections of the Dubbo Museum, formed in 

1953, and the Dubbo Regional Gallery which 

was established in 1989. 

 Top left: Floor slab for the new wing which will house the art gallery, storage spaces and main entrance area is poured. September 2005. Top right: Work 

continues on the inside of the new wing, the size of the internal space is made evident here. The opening to the left leads to the storage spaces and 

loading dock. March 2006. Bottom left: The connection between the gallery and the museum. This area contains the centre’s reception and café. The 

construction workers in orange stand at what is the main entrance. March 2006. Bottom right: Refurbishment of the old assembly hall into the main 

museum exhibition space. Any and all refurbishment was carefully considered and sympathetic to the character of the original buildings. March 2006. 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Important historical objects were moved into the museum spaces and set into various display cases. Objects such as the red 

infantry jacket (left) of the New South Wales 1st Regiment, Soudan Contingent, 1885. This was the first Australian fighting force 

to serve in an overseas campaign and consisted of an infantry battalion of 546 men and an artillery battery of 212 gunners made 

up of volunteers from across NSW.  

Moving the ‘portable steam engine’ (right) into place was not such an easy task. This is a Davey Paxman No 16943 made at the 

Davey, Paxman and Co Standard iron Works in Colchester, England in 1911. This is not a self-propelled traction engine, but being 

portable would be moved into place and, as in the instance for this engine, used to power a sawmill here in Dubbo.  

 

 



Also brought on site, and part of the museum’s permanent 

collection was the historic wool wagon. This wagon, known as 

“The Australian Hero”, is a prized object for the WPCC and it is 

the likes of this piece of agricultural equipment that is depicted 

in George W. Lambert’s 1899 painting Across the Black Soil 

Plains. Lambert’s painting, which is in the collection of the 

Gallery of NSW, was brought out to the centre for the opening 

exhibition in 2007.  

 
 

The wagon was built in 1915 and purchased 

by George Buck. It was used to transport 

wool and wheat from the farm to the train 

station, from where it was then freighted on 

to Sydney. 

 
This is a visually impressive object that has 

become an iconic part of the collection here 

at the WPCC. 

 
 
 
 



   
The large interior of the gallery space was prepared and made 

ready for its first exhibition. The concrete floor was polished, the 

walls painted and lighting installed. The curation and planning 

of this first exhibition had been in the making during the 

previous year and it was nearing time to install the show.  

Alongside the permanent collection, other exhibitions, both 

touring and of selected artists, are presented in these spaces. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

The artworks already in the collection of what was 

then the Dubbo Regional Gallery were moved from 

the old site in Darling Street to the storage areas 

which were part of the new complex.   

This included a WPCC visitor favourite, Performance 

for 25 passing vehicles by John Reid. 

 
 
 



 
Performance for 25 passing vehicles. 1989 John Reid.  
Gelatin silver photographic print on paper with matt and text.  
Image: 48.o x 134.0 cm 
 

This work attracts a lot of interest here in the gallery as it presents an intriguing sight of the prone human figure (Reid 

himself) and a roadkill kangaroo. This is a story of the landscape and of human intervention into the natural environment 

and the attempts to tame the land. Reid is presenting the notion of the dead animal as a casualty of our high-energy, high-

speed and at times careless lifestyle. 

This work was purchased in 1995 and is on display as part of our permanent collection. 

 
 
 
 



From humble but very important beginnings, Dubbo 

High School grew. Extensions and new buildings were 

added over the following years, but the school was to 

eventually outgrow the site. With initiative and 

foresight the city council of the time, with support from 

the local arts and heritage community, made the 

exciting decision to develop the site and create the 

Western Plains Cultural Centre. Moving the pre-

existing gallery and museum from their old locations, 

into these exciting spaces. The total cost of the project 

was $8.2M and was opened by the NSW Governor, Her 

Excellency Marie Bashir AC CVO on February 10th, 2007.  

 

 
 

Workers building a fence along the Wingewarra boundary of Dubbo High School in 1921. 

The Western Plains Cultural Centre. The contemporary connects with heritage with an art gallery, and a museum with its historic objects. 


