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GEOFFREY BOLTON — TRIBUTE 
Statement by Minister for Culture and the Arts 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Culture and the Arts) [2.03 pm]: I rise to acknowledge the 
passing of Professor Geoffrey Bolton. Born in 1931 in Bulwer Street, Perth, Geoffrey Bolton grew up in 
North Perth and won a scholarship to Wesley College. He graduated from the University of Western Australia 
with an honours thesis on the pioneering of the Kimberley by Alexander Forrest, and gained his PhD at 
Oxford University. Returning to Australia in 1957, he was successively a research fellow at the 
Australian National University, a senior lecturer at Monash University, and professor of modern history at the 
University of Western Australia from 1966 until he became the foundation professor of modern history at 
Murdoch University in 1973. 

In subsequent years he was a visiting commonwealth fellow at St John’s College, Cambridge University, and 
inaugural head of the Australian Studies Centre at the University of London. From 1989 he was professor of 
history at the University of Queensland and at Edith Cowan University, until retiring from academia in 1996. He 
is widely remembered as an inspiring lecturer and as a thoughtful and caring tutor. 

Professor Bolton was a member of the Murdoch University Senate and, as the university’s elder statesman, 
served as its chancellor from 2002 until 2006. He became an Officer of the Order of Australia in 1984, was 
awarded a Centenary Medal in 2001 and was WA Australian of the Year in 2006. Last year he was honoured by 
the naming of Geoffrey Bolton Avenue in the Elizabeth Quay development. 
Professor Bolton made a massive contribution to the study of the history of Western Australia and the history of 
the Federation. He combined scholarship with perceptive insight and readability in 15 books, in many articles, 
and as general editor of the Oxford History of Australia. He was our foremost Western Australian historian, who 
has made our history more accessible and more interesting. 
Special mention should be made of four books. His history of Western Australia in the Depression, 
A Fine Country to Starve In, has been a classic since it first appeared in 1972. Edmund Barton: the One Man for 
the Job, published in 2000, is a comprehensive history of Federation as well as a biography of our first 
Prime Minister. Land of Vision and Mirage: Western Australia since 1826, published in 2007, stands as the 
finest history of our state—informative, perceptive, balanced and entertaining. Only last year, Geoffrey Bolton 
completed a definitive biography of Sir Paul Hasluck, with new insights into his career and character. 
Professor Bolton was a long serving vice-patron of the Royal Western Australian Historical Society; he also 
served as a board member of the Library Board of Western Australia and was a trustee of the Western Australian 
Museum, as well as being chairperson of the archaeology advisory committee of the Western Australian 
Maritime Museum. Since 2004, the State Records Office of Western Australia has held the annual 
Geoffrey Bolton Lecture to honour his contribution to the promotion of the history of the state archives. 
He was a man of great kindness and modesty, with a gentle but sharp wit. He has left his mark on three of our 
universities as a teacher and administrator, and on the wider discipline of history. His was a measured voice on 
public issues. Until his illness and death, he continued to be actively engaged in the researching and writing of 
history. Geoffrey Bolton was a great Western Australian and a truly good man. We express our condolences to 
Dr Carol Bolton and to his sons Patrick and Mathew. 
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