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Edith Cowan as a young woman

Edith Dircksey Cowan was born on 2 August 
1861 on a remote station in Glengarry, 
near Geraldton.  Edith was the second of six 
children of Kenneth Brown (1837-76) and 
Mary Eliza Dircksey Wittenoom (1839-68). 
Both of Edith’s parents descended from 
original settler families in Western Australia. 

Edith’s mother was a teacher and the daughter 
of Western Australia’s first chaplain, Reverend 
John Wittenoom. Edith’s father Kenneth 
Brown was an explorer and pastoralist. 

Edith experienced tragedy at an early age. 
In 1868, Edith’s mother Mary died during 
childbirth along with her child. Edith was 
just seven years of age. This experience 
profoundly affected her with Edith seeking      
progressive measures throughout her adult 
life to improve medical and social facilities for 
women. This included the establishment of a 
designated maternity hospital (King Edward 
Memorial Hospital for Women). 

Following her mother’s death, Edith and her 
siblings were separated. Edith was sent to 
boarding school in Guildford. 

Mary Eliza Dircksey Wittenoom, 1858. 
From a daguerreotype. 

.

The old homestead at Glengarry today. The house seen from the front (above) and view out across the river to the hills (left).

Information provided courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable and Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow). 
Images sourced from ‘A Unique Position’ by Peter Cowan courtesy of UWA Publishing, 

University of Western Australia and the Royal WA Historical Society.
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Edith’s father, Kenneth, experienced great
difficulty following the death of his wife, 
Mary, turning to alcoholism and gambling.  
Moving to Melbourne and abandoning 
his family, he married Mary Tindal before 
returning to Perth. In Western Australia his 
troubles escalated; he was involved in a 
domestic dispute with his wife. He was   charged 
with her murder, after shooting her twice. 

Following three trials, in which Kenneth did not 
present a defence, a guilty verdict was reached; 
Kenneth was sentenced to be hanged on 10 
June 1876 when Edith was 16 years of age. 

Edith first met her future husband, James 
Cowan, at Primary School in Perth, a school 
which was administered by James’ sisters. 
Originally a Postmaster, James was appointed 
as Registrar and Master of the Supreme 
Court in 1878. James and Edith married on 
12 November 1879 when Edith was 18 
years of age. They subsequently had 
five children, four daughters and a son.

With the loss of both parents, Edith spent 
much of the 1870s with her grandmother 
Eliza Brown in Guildford. Edith attended 
the Rectory School and was taught by 
Canon Sweeting, a former headmaster 
of Bishop Hale’s School who had a 
profound influence upon Edith’s early life, 
instilling the value of education and 
freedom of thought and expression. 

Edith Cowan pictured on her wedding day

The Cowan family photograph c.1891-92

A young Edith Cowan 
courtesy of Edith Cowan University

Information provided courtesy of Dr Elizabeth Constable and Dr Harry Phillips (Parliamentary Fellow). 
Images sourced from ‘A Unique Position’ by Peter Cowan courtesy of UWA Publishing, 

University of Western Australia and Edith Cowan University.
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