
Heritage Council is considering whether or not to list the Ford Factory on their register. Fremantle Society
were the only group given permission to present to them at their meeting today.

Fremantle Society Presentation to
Heritage Council 
 
re Former Ford Motor Factory 

130 Stirling Highway, North Fremantle
26 July, 2024.

 
 
In January 1928 a massive fire broke out in North Fremantle, the greatest

in Fremantle’s history to that date. Soap manufacturers Kitchen & Sons,

agricultural machinery manufacturers Massey-Harris, and Neptune Oil

Company were all engulfed in flames and destroyed.

 

The conflagration so alarmed the Defence Department that they imposed

building restrictions including heights on all new factories, and
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legislation was gazetted that all land from Cottesloe to North Mole, lying

between the river and the ocean, was now a defence area. (1)

 

This threw into doubt future expansion of the Ford Motor Company

building program, then with an assembly factory in a warehouse leased

from Westralian Farmers Ltd on the western side of the railway line at

Leighton.

 

The same week as the fire, the Daily News reported (10/1/1928 p1) that a

group of executives from another American automobile manufacturer

(Willys-Overland Company) were in Perth looking around. Mr Killinger

said: “Australia was the principal overseas customer of America’s

automobile concerns, and she seemed destined to remain so for a long

time.”

 

Ford overcame height restrictions and Defence Department concerns the

next year at the exact beginning of the Great Depression, when prominent

local architects Oldham Boas Ednie-Brown finalised plans using Ford’s

American architect Albert Kahn’s factory design to build 130 Stirling

Highway North Fremantle, where it stands today.

The Fremantle Society is pleased to see the work done on the draft

register entry, initially begun 20 years ago. It is a comprehensive and

useful document of 39 pages.

 

In the view of the Fremantle Society, the evidence gathered and argued

warrants the place being included on the State Register based on:
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a) the rarity of the industrial complex of buildings telling the story of

motor vehicle assembly in Western Australia, the only surviving such

example, for such a long period of time (57 years), along with the story

the place tells of Matilda Bay Brewing.

 

b) the quality and condition of the whole place, in particular the frontage

to Stirling Highway. the intactness of the original buildings despite

changes, and some demolition in 2010,  

 

c) Architect Albert Kahn: More could be made of the international

significance of having a largely intact example of American architect

Albert Kahn's design for Ford factories all over the world. Kahn was the

most significant Detroit architect, and was commissioned by Henry Ford

1,000 times. His firm Albert Kahn Associates survives today. While

prominent local architects Oldham Boas Ednie-Brown made some

alterations to the Kahn formula, largely on cost grounds, the design is

very much Kahn's. 

 

Whatever is left of the assembly area should be left in toto. The saw tooth

trusses are a key element to be retained, as are the triangular gables that

can be seen from Stirling Highway. 

 

It is worth noting that Wikipedia fails to mention the Fremantle factory in

its list of Ford Motor assembly plants around the world.

 

The striking use of glass in the factory is remarkable, in Kahn’s

refinement of the “Daylight Factory" concept and is listed in the draft as

an aesthetic value when it could be said to also be an environmental
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value by providing so much light onto the factory floor to assist

production.

 

d) Landmark location: The location is a landmark, and that is

intentional: When the Ford Motor Company identified this site for their

Western Australian factory they wanted it to be a landmark visible coming

and going to Fremantle by road, rail, and sea. Mr Hughes (Ford Australia’s

national secretary 5/7/1929 Eastern Recorder) noted:  “the site had only

been chosen after  a long search. He is satisfied that the land which the

Company owns at North Fremantle is one of the finest sites which could

have been obtained,  because of its elevated position, and  the buildings

will be seen by every  ocean-going vessel which enters or  leaves

Fremantle harbour.”

 

e) Historic Connections: It is also worth including the link with

Singapore's surviving Ford assembly plant. Singapore and Perth were

colonial outposts founded within 10 years of each other, and each had a

similar Ford assembly plant, the Singapore one built 4 years earlier than

the Fremantle one. Around that time, 1926, there were Ford motor cars

being assembled in Fremantle, but in the Wesfarmers shed at Leighton.

The Singapore plant moved to new premises in 1941, and in 1942, the

year architect Albert Kahn died, the Japanese invaded Singapore and the

Japanese Commander of the 25th Army used the Ford factory as his

headquarters, and received there the surrender of the British Officer Lt

General Percival. 

 

The Singapore factory went from making fighter planes for the British to

Nissan military vehicles for the Japanese. Meanwhile in the Fremantle
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Ford factory, the workers were producing Bren Gun carriers and

armaments for the Australians.

 

The Ford factory in Singapore has been restored by the National Archives

and houses a permanent World War 2 exhibition. It would be good to

encourage some form of museum in this place, as the owners, the

MacGilvrays, intended.

 

f) Social significance: While the social significance of cars and beer is

clear from the history of the place, it would be good to add more social

history involving those who worked there to boost the place's

significance. For example: Ossie Cranston, the Western Australian racing

legend. He became the works superintendent at the assembly plant. He

distinguished himself with six championships on motor bikes before

switching to racing a Ford Model T he called "Hezza Henry." Later he

moved to a Model A and in 1932 to a Ford V8.

 

The delay in getting this assessment finalised could have resulted in the

serious loss of the heritage values of the property.

 

The Heritage Council began its assessment in 2004, and resumed that in

2007, and then stopped, following pressure on the heritage minister by

the owner.

 

Thus, when JDAP assessed plans on 16 March 2023 for apartment blocks

on the site up to 79 metres high, the advice provided from the Heritage

Council was not required to be followed by JDAP as the place was not on

the register.
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And, missing from Heritage Council advice anyway was comment on the

height of the proposed tower.

 

If the idea that a key heritage value of a place is its landmark quality, as

with the Ford Motor Factory, how on earth does the height of a 79 metre

tower not seriously diminish that heritage value?

 

Registration on the Heritage Council register should not stop future site

development or changes, but it needs to guide more clearly the

boundaries of future possible change, because excessive bulk and scale,

and more pointedly, height, are massive current issues, and excesses are

being argued for and won far too frequently. 

 

The Heritage Council’s own policy Development Principles for State

Registered Places from April 2022 is not working, leading to shocking

damage to for example the world heritage buffer zone of the prison with

approval for the Police Precinct building, the overscale Andrew Forrest

Spicer site hotel, and by precedent, ruination of the West End of

Fremantle with the approval by the Heritage Council for the 49 Phillimore

Street Fini/Patroni proposal.

 

The Fremantle Society would appreciate vastly improved heritage

protection from the Heritage Council.

John Dowson

President

The Fremantle Society
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0409 223622

John.dowson@yahoo.com

Original plans loaned courtesy Buchan Group.

The Fremantle Society asked A1 who was the Heritage Minister in

2007 who stopped the heritage listing on behalf of the owner, and

A1 gave 5 false answers before deciding it was David Templeman,

the current Heritage Minister.

 

Copyright © 2026 The Fremantle Society, All rights reserved.
You are receiving this email because have expressed your interest and support in our work. Please make

a donation to help us continue this to: The Fremantle Society, Bendigo Bank BSB 633000, account
143193530

Our mailing address is:
The Fremantle Society
Steamship Buildings
10-12 Mouat Street
Fremantle, WA 6160

Australia

Add us to your address book

Want to change how you receive these emails?
You can update your preferences or unsubscribe from this list.

15/07/2026, 17:00 Ford Motor Company Factory North Fremantle

https://us13.admin.mailchimp.com/campaigns/edit?id=6755205&replicate=true 7/7

http://www.twitter.com/
http://www.twitter.com/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://mailchimp.com/
http://mailchimp.com/
https://fremantlesociety.us13.list-manage.com/vcard?u=bb45a324d2febf62ea5142a34&id=3ba4c5d37b
https://fremantlesociety.us13.list-manage.com/profile?u=bb45a324d2febf62ea5142a34&id=3ba4c5d37b&e=[UNIQID]&c=a3a83e6162
https://fremantlesociety.us13.list-manage.com/unsubscribe?u=bb45a324d2febf62ea5142a34&id=3ba4c5d37b&t=b&e=[UNIQID]&c=a3a83e6162
https://login.mailchimp.com/signup/email-referral/?aid=bb45a324d2febf62ea5142a34
https://login.mailchimp.com/signup/email-referral/?aid=bb45a324d2febf62ea5142a34

