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Design With Nature . . . . . 
Botanic Gardens and other significant native landscapes 
 

 

 

 

The importance of gardens  
Throughout my five + decades of my career in landscape architecture, I have applied a 

personal philosophy of ‘Design with Nature’ in all of the projects for which I have been 

responsible. The public gardens generally and botanic gardens particularly are places where 

the community can be encouraged to reconnect with nature. Contemporary urban 

communities are becoming increasingly divorced from the ‘natural’ landscape origins from 

which we all evolved, with consequent increasing physical and psychological problems. A 

well-managed garden of any size is a very special space that can restore our natural 

association with nature, and importantly improve our health and wellbeing. 

Career influences 

It would not have been possible to create my legacy of diverse parks and gardens, each with 

its own unique Australian regional character, without the close association I have enjoyed as 

a member of the Australian Native Plants Society (NPQ in Queensland). Being integrally 

involved with this organisation at all levels for more than 50 years, has allowed me the 

opportunity to access some of Australia’s foremost botanists and horticulturalists, but it is the 

wealth of applied knowledge in the membership that is most significant. This support has 

ensured that every project for which I have been responsible, celebrates the unique 

Australian flora of the relative bioregion by interpreting and demonstrating to the community, 

the potential that the local flora has for use in amenity horticulture. 

The Past informs the Future 
For more than 60,000 years the Aboriginal people trod very lightly on this continent; but after 

only 200 years of less than exemplary stewardship we contemporary Australians must 

accept the responsibility to radically change direction toward a sustainable, environmentally 

aware future. We must similarly come to terms with this land, to understand that every 

mountain, river, lake, plant and animal is part of the Australian web of life ….. and like it or 

not we humans are integrally entwined within that web.  

Australian native plants are known to have many values of advantage to humans.  I've 

delved through history to identify . . . how Australian native plants have been appreciated in 

the past, . . . how they have informed the garden design of the present, . . . then ‘best 

guessed’ what might be expected of them in the future.     

Come along, it is an intriguing story . . . . . 

Did you know . . . . . 

 

• Joseph Banks and Captain Cook were not the first Europeans to discover Australia’s 

native plants! 

• Empress Josephine of France established over 200 species of Aussie Plants in the 

gardens of ‘Chateau de Malmaison’ near Paris! 

Lawrence Smith AM   B.Arch; Dip Land Arch; ARAIA, FAILA   Landscape Architect (Retired) 

P



C.T. White Memorial Lecture – May 19, 2025  Lawrence Smith AM landscape architect 

CT White PRESENTATION NPQ Synopsis.docx      10-2025                  Lawrie Smith AM landscape architect page 2 

• Not to be outdone Catherine the Great of Russia also established a similar collection 

in the gardens of ‘Peterhof Palace’ in St Petersburg. 

• Captain Arthur Phillip established the first garden on the banks of Sydney Cove when 

the First Fleet arrived in 1788! 

• In 1793 John Macarthur established ‘Elizabeth Farm’ near Parramatta, where it still 

stands today. The homestead displayed the definitive Australian character of a steep 

pitched roof and wide surrounding veranda! 

• Ferdinand von Mueller established the Melbourne Botanic Gardens in 1846, the first 

in Australia, the collection was guided by a strong scientific basis, including many 

native species! 

• Large houses with pretentious gardens were established from the late 1800’s, in the 

cooler mountain climate’s close to the rapidly growing new cities! 

• After Federation in 1901, as a people Australians began to become comfortable with 

and attached to this new homeland, so eloquently expressed by our artists like Hans 

Heysen, and authors like Dorathea Mackellar’s poem ‘My Country’ . . .  I love a 

sunburnt country, a land of sweeping plains! 

• For the first time, the dawn of the new century inspired designers who demonstrated 

‘how to’ sensitively plan, design and manage gardens of Australian native plants that 

responded to the climate! The ‘Eltham Style’ inspired by a love of the unique 

Australian natural environment, quickly spread throughout the nation from Victoria 

• The latter half of the twentieth century was fundamentally important in advancing the 

recognition and use of native plants in broad scale landscape planning and garden 

design.  Four landscape architects were front and centre across Australia, each over 

an extended period, and each with a deep knowledge of the land and flora.  Each in 

their own way has been responsible for a range of significant and influential urban 

landscape projects and parklands, which continue to inform the Australian community 

of the importance of native plants. 

 

Whatever the future holds for the planning and design of our towns and cities, particularly 

their parks and gardens, I believe it is fundamentally important that Australian native plants 

are widely acknowledged as the principal component of our locally built landscapes of all 

scales.  

 

The awakening of, and encouragement of public appreciation about the value and 

significance our native species, is vitally important, and will become even more important in 

the future, as climate change impacts. Of equal importance, is our rapidly expanding 

population and the increasing multi-cultural composition, with its inherent potential to dilute 

the traditional ‘Aussie’ character. 

 

All things considered; in my professional opinion it is obvious that for now, and for 

the future, there is significance in practicing …… Design With Nature! 
 

 

 

Lawrie Smith AM 

Landscape Architect 
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After Federation in 1901 as 

a people, Australians began 

to become comfortable 

with and attached to this 

new homeland, so 

eloquently expressed by our 

artists like Hans Heysen, 

and authors like Dorathea 

Mackellar of ‘My Country’ 

Captain Artur Phillips 

“Governors House and 

Gardens’ built at Farm Cove 

soon after 1788, was the 

first European garden ever 

built in Australia. 

The ‘Eltham Style’ 

germinated in Victoria after 

Federation and quickly 

spread throughout the 

nation, inspired by a love of 

the unique Australian 

natural environment. 


