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Planter” from 195 High Street Fremantie

The erroneous decision by Fremantle Council to remove the most significant
tree in Fremantle from its Significant Tree Register has resulted in a massive
public backlash.

Some of that backlash is confected outrage - the back story being the Greens
getting energised and ready for next year’s mayoral election and the ousting of
the Labor mayor Fitzhardinge with Cr Lang.

The real story is that not only is the tree of supreme importance, but it was
planted by the “Phantom Planter” of Fremantle, Philip Webster, and still exists
on the same site as his own pre - Gold Rush home, at 195 High Street.

The Moreton Bay Fig tree can be said to be the most significant tree in
Fremantle because it was planted by Philip Webster at the front of his own
property 135 years ago, where his house, Cranworth Villa, was built the year
before. Both house and tree are still together on the site - remarkable survivors.

Webster was, among other things, a nurseryman whose wide horticultural
interests even had the Governor paying him a visit. For the first time in WA,
Webster imported Moreton Bay fig trees in 1885 from the eastern states where
they were native. From the 1860s the Norfolk Island Pine had often been the
trophy tree for landmark plantings, but Webster introduced the super sized
spreading shady fig trees, and it is possible the tree under threat is the oldest
one in Western Australia.

Certainly a year later when council was organising events to commemorate
Responsible Government (with the biggest budget being for champagne), Philip
Webster offered to donate a fig tree, to be the Proclamation Tree in Mayor’s
Park, Adelaide Street, thus promoting the use of the newly imported tree as a
landmark species.

Webster’s work as a “phantom planter” of this species around Fremantle was
possibly his way of popularising his newly introduced landmark. The ones he
planted in King’s Square were recently chopped down by Fremantle council
and now they have just deregistered Webster’s Tree.

The process of delisting is disturbing. Mayor Fitzhardinge claimed on 6PR
radio that the owners never gave consent, that there is “a principle at issue”
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The house and the tree have been heritage listed for years on various lists and
in 2019 when the Significant Tree Register was established, the tree listing was
simply migrated there along with 6 other trees. Cr Lawver in “The Age” (23 Feb
2024) quotes from an officer document which states there was no objection
from the owner in 2000, no objection when it was on a different list in 2008, and
no objection in 2019. The heritage officer report states that the tree is “an
exceptional specimen.”

What the mayor does not state is that there is still in existence since 1995 an
agreement that council will help maintain the tree, something her council has
not been doing, and the angst of the elderly owner having to do the
maintenance herself has been galling to see.

When the value of the tree and its planter, the “Phanton Planter” is considered
with the rare pre - Gold Rush house adjacent together, it paints a picture of a
stellar potential tourist attraction, which any historic city would rush to protect
and enhance.

While trees in urban environments average a 40 year lifespan, this magnificent
tree is already 135 years old and the recent arborist report says it has 40 plus
years left.

Philip Webster barely lived for 5 years in his new house Cranworth Villa, but as
Chairman of the Reform Movement, a group holding council to account, he
would have fought to save his tree. As he said in 1884: “As long as | have
breath | will raise my voice in defense of right, and to expose wrong.”

John Dowson
President
The Fremantle Society

0409223622

john.dowson@yahoo.com
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