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Introduction 
The Moreton Bay penal settlement was established at Redcliffe in 1824 but moved to the present 
CBD site in 1825 where there was a better water supply, fewer mosquitoes and safer anchorage. 
With the official closing of the penal settlement in 1842, Moreton Bay was opened to free settlers 
and the Fortitude Valley area was cleared for farmland.  

The Aboriginal peoples became increasingly displaced by the European presence and were 
forced to move further away from the settlement.  

The 1860s and 1870s saw the Valley’s formation into a township with hotels, shops, churches 
and a school. There was an increased Chinese presence at this time, with several shops being 
established by Chinese merchants. By 1882 there were 9,000 people living in Fortitude Valley. 

The wealth and optimism of the 1880s economic boom was reflected in the buildings constructed 
at this time in Fortitude Valley. Substantial, architect-designed buildings such as the Post Office, 
churches and many of the hotels were erected during this era. 

In the 1920s the Valley experienced further prosperity. A reflection of this was the expansion of 
many of the Valley’s large department stores including McWhirter’s, TC Beirne’s and Overell’s. 
When Fortitude Valley celebrated its centenary of settlement in 1949, its enthusiastic retailers 
boasted that the Valley was “one of the greatest centres in Queensland”. By the 1960s however, 
the Valley’s popularity as a shopping hub had diminished. 

In the 1970s and into the 1980s, the Valley began to be associated with Brisbane’s nightlife and 
its darker side. Its red-light and nightclub district helped to create the Valley’s once notorious 
reputation. Today the Valley is still famous for its vibrant nightlife and can boast some of 
Brisbane’s best nightclubs and bars. 



 

   

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

1. Fortitude Valley Post Office 
The Post Office was built in 1887 when the Valley was prospering.  

The ground floor of this grand building provided postal and telegraph services and the upper floor 
was where the postmaster and his family lived. Originally, there was a small service wing at the 
rear of the building where the kitchen, dining room and servants’ room were, but this has since 
been demolished. 

In 1907, respected Chinese businessman and Queensland’s first naturalised Chinese settler, 
James Dung Yow, started translating mail addresses sent in Chinese into English for the post 
office. This important service ensured that the many Chinese merchants, business owners and 
their families in the Valley received mail from their homeland. 

With the onset of the Great Depression in 1929, the Fortitude Valley Post Office was responsible 
for the distribution of welfare payments to 1205 recipients weekly. At the time, this was one of 
Australia’s busiest welfare distribution centres. 

In the 1990s, the Fortitude Valley Post Office was converted into a nightclub, ‘The GPO’, and 
remains one of Brisbane’s most popular night spots. 

2. Shannon’s Building and Winn St Warehouse
This two-storey set of brick shops was built in 1924 when the Valley was a bustling hub of 
commercial activity. 

Several of the shops in the Shannon’s Building have retained their original shopfronts and 
windows. 

Shannon’s Building and the taller brick building beside it, Tyrrell House, were designed by one of 
Brisbane’s most notable architects from this era, EP Trewern. He is renowned for his innovative 
designs incorporating the Spanish Mission and the Old English/Tudor Revival styles in residential 
and commercial architecture. Amongst his finest residential designs is the New Farm house 
“Santa Barbara” that is considered the best example of the Spanish Mission style in Brisbane. 

Directly behind Shannon’s building is the Winn Street warehouse. This was built at the same time 
and was also designed by Trewern. Evidence of the winch and pulley hauling system is still 
evident at the front of the building. The warehouse was originally leased by the Peanut Products 
Merchants and Manufacturers Company up to the 1950s. 

Today, the two buildings host an array of boutiques, a café and the famous ‘Zoo’ nightclub 
upstairs. 

3. The Beat 
The two-storey brick building, which was built in 1924 as a commercial building with three shops 
and upstairs offices, was converted in the 1980s into a nightclub.  

First called the ‘Cockatoo Club’, the name was changed shortly after to ‘The Beat’ and became 
one of Brisbane’s favourite gay clubs.  

Brisbane in the 1970s and 1980s was a very conservative city. Homosexuality was illegal and 
gay people lived with a constant fear of arrest, particularly when regular police raids were carried 
out in the Valley. Despite this situation, the Valley became the centre for gay rights during this 
era. 

Popular gay clubs in the Valley at this time were the ‘Hacienda Hotel’, the ‘Silver Dollar’ that later 
became the ‘Terminus’ and the ‘Wickham Hotel’. Peter Moselle performed his famous and 
colourful drag shows at clubs such as the ‘Jet Club’ and the ‘Playhouse’. Channel 9 personality 



 

   

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

and winner of 12 Logies, Paul Sharratt, had an ice-follies show upstairs in the ‘Playhouse’ for a 
short time. 

Homosexuality was finally decriminalised in 1990. The Valley continues to be a vibrant night spot 
for the gay community today. 

Take note of the brick warehouse at the rear. It is identical to the Winn Street warehouse and 
designed by EP Trewern in 1924. It was originally used as a workshop for Finlay and Sons motor 
car repairs. 

4. Bragg’s Bakery & Apothecaries Hall
Both these buildings were built in the 1880s. They replaced earlier structures and reflect the 
commercial growth in the Valley during this economic boom period. 

Bragg’s Bakery.  
Charles Bragg started his bakery in 1865 and from 1883, his daughter-in-law, Kate Bragg, carried 
on the business for the next 27 years. In 1885 this two-storey building replaced the original 
bakery. It was quite remarkable for a woman to run her own business for so many years in this 
era. Mrs Bragg was described at the time as “an energetic lady, possessed of a more than 
average amount of business aptitude”. 

Apothecaries Hall.  
Although the date on the parapet reads 1862, this building was constructed in 1882 to replace the 
older 1860s Apothecaries Hall. An apothecary was what we now call a chemist, who was 
responsible for preparing and selling medicines. Moses Ward established the Hall in the early 
1860s. James Fitzgibbon took over the business in 1877. Fitzgibbon played an important role in 
championing the Pharmacy Act 1884 that regulated the sale and distribution of drugs and 
importantly ensured that those who were distributing them were appropriately qualified to do so. 

Both buildings continue to be used as shops and contribute to the historic streetscape in Ann 
Street. 

5. The Empire Hotel
This ornately decorated hotel was built in 1888. The owner, Nathaniel Corrigan, engaged 
renowned colonial architect, Richard Gailey, to design the hotel. 

Gailey was responsible for designing some of Brisbane’s most beautiful buildings and is most 
famous for his late Victorian era hotels including the Prince Consort, the Wickham and Jubilee 
Hotels in Fortitude Valley, the Orient Hotel in the city and the Regatta Hotel in Toowong.  

Upon opening, the new hotel boasted ‘the best of everything’. It specialised in inexpensive 
accommodation for country visitors and had over 60 rooms. When built, the hotel enjoyed views 
to the city and was much bigger than it is today, extending an extra 39 metres along Ann Street 
and a further 36 metres along Brunswick Street. 

The Empire Hotel remains one of Brisbane’s most beautiful and popular hotels and retains its 
prominent corner position in the Valley. 

6. Chinatown Mall and TC Beirne Department Store
Brisbane’s Chinatown Mall was officially opened by the then Lord Mayor, Sallyanne Atkinson, on 
the first day of Chinese New Year, in the year of the Rabbit, 29 January 1987.  

In 2010, revitalisation of the Chinatown Mall was undertaken by the Brisbane City Council and the 
modern design incorporates many Feng Shui elements.  



 

   

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Throughout the history of the Valley, the Chinese community has played an important role in its 
commercial and economic development.  

The large, decorative building on the north side of the mall was the TC Beirne Department Store 
with frontage to Brunswick Street. Established in 1891, TC Beirne became one of the leading 
department stores in Brisbane. In 1902 Robin Dods designed the first stage of this building. 

Robert Smith (Robin) Dods was one of Queensland’s most innovative and respected architects 
during this period. Highly regarded for designing some of Brisbane’s most important buildings, 
such as St Brigid’s at Red Hill and the Mater Hospital, Dods subscribed to the Arts and Craft 
movement and was innovative in designing for a sub-tropical climate.  

The TC Beirne Department Store thrived throughout the first half of the 20th century, despite 
being in vigorous competition with rival department stores in the Valley. In 1961 the store was 
sold to David Jones and ultimately closed its Valley doors in 1981. In 1994 it was redeveloped for 
retail and office use. 

7. All Hallow’s Convent and School 
This exclusive girls’ school was founded on this site in 1863 by the Sisters of Mercy, under the 
direction of Queensland’s first Catholic bishop, James Quinn.  

Established as a ‘select’ school, the profits made from private students were used to fund schools 
for poor children. 

As you walk along Ann Street take note of the high stone wall. When the school was established, 
a steep hill known as ‘Duncan’s Hill’ divided the Valley from the city. In 1865, in an attempt to 
improve the connection, the hill was cut down creating Ann Street. The stone wall was 
constructed in 1876 after further excavation was carried out on the hill. The wall was further 
extended into Kemp Place in 1927. 

In 1879, a gatekeeper’s lodge and gate were constructed at the southern end of the wall. The 
lodge was used as the convent’s almonry for several years and was where the sisters distributed 
aid to the poor.  

The impressive three-storey building beside the gate was built in 1894 and was known as St 
Ann’s Industrial School. The Sisters established the industrial school for orphaned girls in 1868. 
They were taught skills such as sewing, cooking and lace work with the hope that when old 
enough, they would be able to find gainful employment. The school quickly became renowned 
throughout Brisbane for its high-quality training and subsequently began taking full fee-paying 
students. With the increase in enrolments and profits, this building was able to be constructed. 

Today, All Hallows’ School continues its tradition of providing high quality education for young 
women. 

8. Holy Name Cathedral Site 
This ornate wall is the only remnant on the site of the ill-fated Holy Name Cathedral.  

As a dream of Archbishop James Duhig, the Cathedral was to be one of the largest and most 
impressive built in the Southern Hemisphere.  

Construction began on the Catholic cathedral in 1927 and the project enjoyed great support from 
Brisbane’s Catholic community with 35,000 people attending the consecration of the foundation 
stone in September 1928.  

Unfortunately, as the Great Depression took hold of the economy, the Catholic Church was 
forced to discontinue the project and the Holy Name Cathedral was never built. Today, the site 
has been transformed into inner-city apartments. 



 

   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

9. Centenary Place 
Centenary Place was created in 1925 to commemorate Queensland’s centenary of European 
settlement. Within the park there are two statues.  

The statue closest to Ann Street was created by renowned sculptor, Sir Bertram Mackennal and 
depicts Thomas Joseph Byrnes, the first Queensland Premier to be born in the State. This statue 
was initially erected in 1902 on the corner of Boundary and Wickham Streets but was moved to 
its present location when the park was created. It is one of the earliest statues erected in 
Brisbane. 

The second statue depicts famous Scottish poet, Robert Burns. This statue was commissioned 
by the Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns Club in 1929. Statues of Burns are traditionally 
positioned with their backs to the church and if the proposed Holy Name Cathedral had been 
constructed, this would have been the case. 

In the 1960s and into the 1970s, Centenary Place became Brisbane’s ‘Speaker’s Corner’, with 
orators from all political and social sectors, including Aboriginal rights activists, conveying their 
messages to hundreds of listeners on Sunday afternoons. Today, Brisbane’s ‘Speaker’s Corner’ 
can be found in the city’s King George Square. 

10. Interwar Commercial Precinct 
This row of shops was constructed in the 1920s after the roads around Centenary Place were 
reconfigured. All seven buildings in the group were designed by notable Brisbane architectural 
firms of the early 20th century – GHM Addison and Son, Chambers and Ford, Chambers and 
Hall. 

The building on the corner of Wickham and Gipps Street (constructed in 1887), was leased by a 
Chinese merchant company, On War Tai, from 1901. Before this, the company had occupied a 
shop at 109 Wickham Street, which had been one of the shops damaged in the 1888 Anti- 
Chinese riots.  

This shameful event in Brisbane’s history started in Albert Street in the city at about 8pm on 
Saturday, 5 May 1888. A 2000 strong crowd, yelling anti-Chinese chants, rampaged through the 
city and into the Valley targeting Chinese owned property. They smashed shop windows, pillaged 
stores, damaged homes and assaulted any Chinese person unlucky enough to be on the street at 
the time. 

The riots were fuelled by vitriolic anti-Chinese media reports in the local newspapers. At the time, 
Chinese people made up less than a quarter of one per cent of Brisbane’s population. 

Instead of denouncing the actions of the rioters, the colonial government passed the Chinese 
Immigration Restriction Act later that same year that limited future Chinese immigration into 
Queensland. 

Thankfully, Brisbane now celebrates its multiculturalism and the Chinese community hold a 
valued place in the identity of the Valley. 

11. Swift’s Building 
Built in 1905, this building holds a prominent position on the intersection once known as the 
‘Valley Corner’.  

In the late 19th and early-mid 20th centuries this important corner was the busy centre of the 
Valley, with the tram terminus on one corner, and the railway station in close proximity. The ease 
of public transport access made Fortitude Valley a popular shopping destination. 



 

   

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Jewellers, ‘Swift and Grice’, established their business in the new corner building. Customers 
were lured inside by magnificent wares displayed in the large ground floor windows. In 1919 the 
jewellery shop moved to the city and Crease’s chemist took over the lease.  

In recent times, the store has become an Asian market that continues to contribute to the 
building’s interesting history. 

12. The Prince Consort Hotel 
This hotel is another of Richard Gailey’s designs. It was built in 1888 by publican John Heal and 
replaced an earlier 1860s hotel. Heal was a prominent Valley citizen, Alderman and one-time 
Mayor of Brisbane. 

When opened, the hotel offered 28 bedrooms, 3 parlours, billiard room, dining room and a very 
large bar. 

Until 1970 it was illegal for women to drink in the public bar of a hotel. Aside from women working 
in the bar, any female entering this masculine realm was seen to be immoral. Most hotels had a 
‘ladies lounge’ or parlour, separate from the public bar, where women could enjoy a drink, but the 
prices were generally higher. Unable to join their husbands in the public bar and unwilling to pay 
the higher prices in the lounge, women would often gather outside on the footpath of hotels 
where their husbands brought beers out to them. 

In the 1960s, as the women’s rights movement gained momentum, the issue of male-only bars 
became one of the platforms for protest. On 31 March 1965, Brisbane was at the forefront of this 
national movement, when Merle Thornton and Rosalie Bognor entered the public bar at the 
Regatta Hotel (in Toowong) and chained themselves to the foot rail of the bar. This caused a 
major stir and triggered similar protests throughout the country. By 1970 the legislation had been 
repealed and women were permitted to drink in the public bars.  

13. Foresters’ Hall 
This Foresters’ Hall was constructed in 1889 and replaced an earlier hall. It was built by John 
Heal (publican of the Prince Consort Hotel). The Fortitude Valley Foresters’ branch had been 
established much earlier in 1859 and was known as ‘Court Fortitude’. 

Foresters and other Friendly societies were formed in Australia in the 19th century as support 
societies for their mainly working-class members, “to give its members independency from the 
cold frown of the world’s scorn, at a time when the father and husband may not… be able to 
pursue his calling” (The Moreton Bay Courier, August 1859). 

Formed before the introduction of government welfare measures, the societies provided 
insurance against sickness, death and misfortune which included sick pay, funeral expenses and 
financial support for families of deceased members. The hall became a popular venue for balls, 
concerts, fundraisers, lectures and public and political meetings. 

In 1910 the hall was leased to Sidney Cook who renamed it ‘Cook’s Picture Palace’. This was the 
first picture theatre in Fortitude Valley and the opening sessions played films including the 
Sydney memorial service for King Edward VII who died in May 1910. 

14. The Fiveways Building 
The Valley Fiveways building was built in 1928 as a set of four ground floor shops and first floor 
workshop. 

It was during the 1980s, however, that the building became associated with a notorious episode 
in Queensland’s recent history – the Fitzgerald Inquiry. 

Fortitude Valley in the 1980s was Brisbane’s red-light district and popular night club precinct. In 
1987 a series of newspaper articles in the Courier Mail and a Four Corners report on the ABC, 



 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

“The Moonlight State”, exposed the Valley’s darker side that included such activities as 
prostitution, illegal casinos, alleged drug trafficking and possible police corruption. The allegations 
triggered a reaction from the Acting Premier, Bill Gunn, who set up an inquiry headed by Mr Tony 
Fitzgerald QC.  

The inquiry uncovered deep corruption in the Queensland Police Force. Police Commissioner 
Terrence (Terry) Lewis was stood down and jailed for corruption. The inquiry also revealed that 
corruption reached high into the State Government when two former State Ministers were jailed 
and other Ministers were investigated.  

Amongst the findings of the inquiry was a culture of police bribery initiated by illegal casino and 
brothel owners in the Valley. The inquiry was critical in the subsequent demise of the National 
Party Government under Premier, Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, who had held power for 19 years. 

15. Site of the Whiskey Au Go Go
This was the site of one of Australia’s worst mass murders.  

At 2.10am on 8 March 1973, the popular first floor nightclub, ‘Whiskey Au Go Go’, was 
firebombed. Weeks before, rumours of a possible firebombing of the club had circulated when the 
owner of the club had refused to pay extortion money to a Sydney-based crime syndicate. Prior 
to the firebombing, another club, the ‘Torino’ in Ann Street, had been deliberately set alight. 
However, no one had been hurt in this earlier incident. 

However, on the night of the ‘Whiskey Au Go Go’ fire, two barrels of petrol were rolled into the 
entrance of the club and set alight, swiftly engulfing the first floor. Fifteen people were unable to 
escape and lost their lives. Three days after the tragedy, two men were arrested for the bombing. 
John Stuart and James Finch were later found guilty of the murders and were sentenced to life in 
prison. 

16. The Maternal and Child Welfare Clinic 
Also known as the Fortitude Valley Baby Clinic and Nurse Training Centre, this building was built 
in 1923-24 following the Queensland Labor Government’s introduction of the Maternity Act 1922. 

The government sought to decrease infant and maternal mortality rates, increase the birth rate 
and educate mothers in the care of their children through the provision of improved maternity and 
baby health services. The policy was linked to the idea that a healthy and virile society would lead 
to a strong economy.  

The two-storey brick and timber building was Queensland’s first purpose-built maternal and infant 
welfare nurse training centre. At this time there were several other baby clinics established in the 
city, Woolloongabba, West End and Wynnum South that required the trained nurses educated in 
this facility. The building is now known as the Fortitude Valley Child Health Centre and continues 
with its original mission to provide health care to infants and their mothers. 

17. McWhirter’s Department Store 
This striking Art Deco landmark was originally the famous McWhirter’s Department Store.  

From the late 19th century and throughout the first half of the 20th, Fortitude Valley was the 
second largest shopping precinct in Brisbane (the first being the city). 

In 1898 James McWhirter commenced operations as a draper (supplier of fabric and associated 
materials) on this site. The business thrived and by 1923 two separate red brick buildings had 
been built, one with Wickham Street frontage and the other with Brunswick Street frontage.  

In 1930 the Art Deco front was constructed to connect the two brick buildings and create one vast 
department store. When completed, the building boasted a floor space of 6.5 acres (26,305m²).  



 

   

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

In 1955 McWhirter’s store was purchased by Myer. Patronage fell during this period when the 
Chermside Drive-in Shopping Centre opened in 1957. This was the first of its kind in Australia. It 
allowed shoppers to drive to the suburban shopping centre, park with ease and do their shopping. 
This heralded a new way for Brisbane residents to shop and was ultimately responsible for the 
demise of the Valley as a prime retail centre in Brisbane. The Valley Myer store closed in 1988. 

The McWhirter’s building has more recently been converted into residential apartments but 
retains a vibrant retail component at street level. 

18. Overell’s Department Store 
In 1900 William James Overell, who had earlier established a drapery store in the Valley in 1883, 
purchased land facing Brunswick Street on which to build a new store.  

When opened, this new store comprised two storeys with an elaborately designed façade and 
large glass display windows at street level. 

On the morning of 10th February 1904, a fire engulfed the beautiful building and sadly killed one 
staff member. It was reported the fire took only 15 minutes to destroy everything with the damage 
bill exceeding £25,000 - a fortune at the time. William Overell quickly rebuilt the department store 
on Brunswick Street and by the end of 1904 had resumed business. 

By 1910 the successful store boasted 20 departments. That year Overell built his second store 
with Wickham Street frontage. Originally it was a three-storey building but due to its success, 
another three floors were added between 1921 and 1941. The Wickham Street store was 
devoted to men’s clothing, while the Brunswick Street store sold women’s apparel and 
accessories. In 1956 ownership passed to Walton’s. 

19. Valley Presbyterian Church and School
This was the first Presbyterian Church built in the Valley and reflects the tenacity of the Valley’s 
Presbyterian congregation. 

The church was designed by Richard Gailey and constructed in 1885. Beside the church is the 
1906 Sunday School where the congregation’s children were given religious education.  

Prior to this in 1849, the first of three immigrant ships, the Fortitude, arrived in Brisbane. Its 256 
passengers were mainly Presbyterian and had been promised land grants by Presbyterian 
minister, Reverend Dr John Dunmore Lang in his mission to bring industrious, capable people 
from Britain to Brisbane. Lang had been concerned with what he saw as a lack of good moral 
fibre in the fledgling town. The Fortitude was followed by the vessels Chaseley and Lima. 

Unfortunately, the government denied knowledge of Lang’s promised land agreement, forcing the 
stranded immigrants to set up a temporary tent city in the area called ‘York’s Hollow’ (where 
Victoria Park and the Brisbane Exhibition Grounds are now located). 

Many of the Presbyterian settlers eventually found employment and established permanent 
homes in Brisbane. Fortitude Valley was later named after this first immigrant ship. 

This set of buildings is no longer used for religious purposes. Instead, they have been converted 
into a lively nightclub. 


