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PROFESSOR SYLVIA JOY HALLAM — TRIBUTE 
Statement 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [9.55 pm]: I rise tonight to make some brief and heartfelt 
comments on the passing of Professor Sylvia Joy Hallam, MA, PhD, Cambridge, and Fellow of the Australian 
Academy of Humanities. I advise that I am reading from notes that I prepared before. Sylvia passed away on 
3 June. She died peacefully in her sleep at the age of 92. She was a wonderful woman and I can still remember 
lengthy discussions with and tutoring by Sylvia at 133 Fairway on matters of archaeology and prehistory. In 2007, 
I had the privilege of accompanying Sylvia and Dr Carmen Lawrence on a tour of the Burrup, an area which she 
studied and provided advice on in the 1970s. 
Sylvia was born in 1927. Her brother, Roy, was born two years later in a small terrace house with a bathroom—
members might ask why I have mentioned that the house had a bathroom—on Broadway, Kettering, in 
Northamptonshire. I mention the bath because at the time it was considered something of a luxury. In fact, Sylvia 
pointed out to me rather humorously that when they later moved, she and her brother were relegated to having a bath 
in a great metal tub in front of the living room fire on Saturdays. So was the lot of many in England at that time. 
At the age of 18, Newnham College, which was at the heart of the University of Cambridge, accepted Sylvia to 
read for the Natural Sciences Tripos. She was awarded a state scholarship—one of 360 in England and Wales to 
be awarded a state scholarship. It paid her tuition fees and board at Newnham, but no more. Her headmistress 
contacted various charitable bodies, and the society for the daughters of indigent gentlewomen gave her another 
£25 a year. 
Herbert Enoch Hallam, whom she was later to meet and marry, was 23 years old and just out of the Royal Air Force. 
He went to Jesus College in Cambridge on a miners’ scholarship from his home town of Swadlincote, part of the 
sprawling suburbs of the South Derbyshire and Leicestershire coalfields. From 1949, Sylvia stayed at Cambridge 
with a Newnham studentship and continued state funding. She worked from Spalding in South Lincolnshire to 
map the Romano–British settlement pattern on the silts around the Wash in East Anglia from air photographs and 
then carried out an extensive field survey, eventually analysing and publishing in the Royal Geographical Society 
Memoir, “The Fenland in Roman Times”, which was edited by C.W. Phillips. 
I understand that the family moved to Western Australia in the early 1960s. Herbert came to the University of 
Western Australia in 1961 to teach medieval history. There was no archaeological department in Western Australia 
when the Hallams arrived in 1961, but Sylvia quickly became a familiar face at UWA, lecturing in the departments 
of classics and ancient history, geography and anthropology. In 1973, she founded and developed the first 
department of prehistoric archaeology, within the university’s department of anthropology. After campaigning for 
UWA to create a separate department of archaeology, she stated — 

“Romans being rather thin on the ground, I had switched to research and teach in Aboriginal archaeology, 
but with a continuing emphasis on landscapes changes through time.” 

In 1975, Sylvia published Fire and Hearth, a history of Aboriginal burning in the south-western corner of the 
continent. Although written nearly 45 years ago, the ideas in Fire and Hearth continue to burn brightly. In 
a powerful opening passage, Sylvia declared — 

The land the English settled was not as God made it. It was as the Aborigines made it. 

After an attack of diphtheria and partial paralysis, Sylvia shifted her emphasis from field studies to documentary 
studies. Lois Tilbrook and Sylvia compiled a dictionary of the lives of all Aborigines known by name from the 1830s 
in the west. That is referred to as Aborigines of the southwest region, 1829–1840: The Bicentennial Dictionary of 
Western Australians, Volume VIII, and includes genealogies of the families of Yellowgonga and Midgegooroo. 
I had the privilege of working with Sylvia Hallam at the National Trust of Western Australia when she, 
Caroline Bird and I reviewed and collated what was known about the place then called the Burrup—now 
Murujuga—within the Dampier Archipelago. Her work for the National Trust with Dr Caroline Bird on the rock 
art of the Dampier Archipelago and Murujuga–Burrup Peninsula also gave impetus to Friends of Australian Rock 
Art’s successful campaign for national heritage listing and now world heritage listing of the Dampier Archipelago. 
She will be remembered by her colleagues and the community as someone of endless vigour and determination. 
Her interests spanned archaeology, ethnography and important questions concerning fire and its impact. She sought 
to open up our minds to explore new possibilities. Farewell, dear friend. 
 


	PROFESSOR SYLVIA JOY HALLAM — TRIBUTE
	Statement


