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Figure 1 Dr. Sly's New School Premises — Eton College, Homebush." The Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser
(NSW : 1871 - 1912) 8 December 1888

In January 1887, there were no houses along the north side of Redmyre Road, west of Homebush Road,
Strathfield. The Strathfield Council Chambers and a house for the Council Clerk (‘Halloween’ 69
Redmyre Road) were built in 1887.
In 1887, Mr Allan Maclean, of Summer Hill purchased Lots 24,25 and 26, near the top of Redmye Road
on the north side. On this land, a new school was built in 1888 called ‘Eton College’, owned by
Maclean but operated by headmaster Dr Joseph Sly. Standing in virtually a rural setting, it dominated
the top of Redmyre Road. The Strathfield Council entry on 1st February 1890 was ‘Lots 26, 25, 24 Eton College’ (Hall 1985).
On the 25 September 1888, Strathfield Council wrote to Maclean informing him that Council proposed
to asphalt and plant his frontage of 300 feet in Redmyre Road, on the understanding that he would
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contribute one third of the estimated cost of 3/- per foot (Hall 1985). The Council Clerk pointed out
as the path opposite his land had been completed, he could see for himself what the work would look
like (Hall 1985).
Dr Joseph David Sly (1844-1934),
headmaster and solicitor, was born on 13
October 1844 in Sydney and baptized in
the Congregational Church. He was the
eldest son of Joseph Sly, cabinetmaker,
and his wife Jane, née Meares (Mitchell
1976). Sly’s father came to New South
Wales on 7 May 1834, married on 11 June
1842 and by the 1860s had become a
pawnbroker (Mitchell 1976). After his
wife's death he married Charlotte Sophia
Pritchard in Sydney on 24 February 1862
and died on 16 June 1887 in Sydney
(Mitchell 1976). Sly left an estate of almost
£11,000 to his widow, his children and his
brother Robert in the United States of
America (Mitchell 1976).
Sly’s two brothers, George Sly (1864-1934)
and Richard Meares Sly (1849-1929), had
distinguished legal careers. Dr George
Sly was one of Sydney’s most prominent
solicitors and founded the firm of Sly and
Russell. He lived at ‘Glen Luna’ (now Carrington Ave Strathfield) for most of his life, retiring in 1928.
Richard Meares Sly was a judge and resident of Strathfield and Burwood.
Dr Joseph David Sly had a distinguished career at the University of Sydney earning a B.A., 1866; LL.B.,
1871; M.A., 1872; and LL.D., 1873. He won a medal for Greek iambics. He was appointed headmaster
of Calder House in 1871, a school conducted from 1855 by J. F. Castle in a house on the Chisholm
estate. His employment finished when the school closed in 1879 after the government bought the tenacre (4 ha) property in Redfern for railway purposes (Australian Town and Country Journal 1888).
From 1880-87, he was appointed headmaster of Hurstville College, Goulburn, which was conducted
under the auspices of the Church of England for boarders and day boys. Although he built up the
enrolment to sixty pupils, the school closed when the trustees sold the property. In 1875-79 he was a
lay representative for St Paul's, Redfern, on the Sydney Diocesan Synod.
In 1886 with Edwin Bean, headmaster of All Saints' College, Bathurst, Sly wrote a short pamphlet,
“High Schools Versus Scholarships: An Enquiry into the Merits of the Two Systems”. In this pamphlet
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Bean and Sly argued for the abolition of state high schools and a system of scholarships to remove
competition between state and established private schools. They argued that to encourage private
enterprise, it would save the country 'from the monotony and uniformity of a centralised system'.
Their preference for private secondary schools was shared by the various governments from the mid1880s to 1910.
Helped by his father's legacy, Sly in 1888 opened Eton College in Redmyre Road Strathfield (often
referred to as Homebush). An advertisement for Eton College on 10th November 1888 states:
‘Eton College, Homebush - Headmaster J David Sly. This Collage has been recently erected on the most
modern design. It stands in an elevated position. The rooms are spacious and there is an ample supply of
water. A COTTAGE HOSPITAL has been added. The PLAYGROUND contains an asphalt tennis
court, weather shed, summer house and gymnasium. There will be vacancies for Day and Resident pupils
in January next, for which early application is requested’.

Figure 2 Map of Riverside Estate c.1890 featuring Eton College on Redmyre Road near the Strathfield Council Chambers
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Eton College commenced its school activities on Monday 28th January 1889. As Hall (1985) writes “it
was not intended as a purely local school, though it certainly catered for local day pupils and was
typical of the many schools set up to cater for the sons of well-to-do folk who could pay for bard and
tuition”.
At this stage the school appeared to be well
established and was advertised as:
“Eton College, Homebush. Headmaster J. David
Sly, MA LLD; second master C.E, Robin BA.
Homebush ls one of the healthy suburbs of
Sydney and is eminently suitable as a residence for
boarders, for whom special provision has been
made. Pupils are prepared for the University or
mercantile pursuits. There is also a Preparatory
Class for young boys. The College was specifically
designed by the Headmaster.”
In March 1890, Eton College commenced dancing
classes and hired a room in the Strathfield Council
Chambers for this purpose at a rent of 5/- per
week. During 1890, teachers named Read, West
and Scott made their appearance at Eton College.
However, by December 1891, Sly was finding it
hard to pay his bills. Indeed, Strathfield Council
found it necessary in that month to insist that the
balance of his rates must be paid by 31st inst (Hall
1985).
The following article was published in the Sydney
Morning Herald on Saturday 19 December 1891:

Figure 3 Subdivision Map of Strathfield Estate, featuring Dr Sly's
school in Redmyre Road

ETON COLLEGE, HOMEBUSH.
The annual speech day and distribution of prizes of Eton College, Homebush, passed off
successfully on Wednesday afternoon. Mr. T. Edgeworth David, B.A., professor of geology in
the Sydney University, presided, and there was a large gathering of the parents and friends of
the pupils.
The report of the principal, Dr. Sly, expressed gratification with the success which had attended
the institution since its opening three years ago, and with the fact that not one case of sickness
had occurred during the past year.
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The Rev. Mr. ROSE spoke a few words on the subject of religious instruction. He said that
though holding his own opinions with the greatest tenacity, he had considered it his duty and
his privilege to confine himself, while teaching the boys, to the great fundamental principles of
Christianity. It was, he thought, impossible to lay too great stress on these fundamentals. Those
great truths upon which Christianity was built were fully recognised to-day as the elements of
life within and without the Church. The excellence of the papers written at the annual
examination had agreeably surprised him, those of the junior division being especially
commendable.
The prizes were distributed by Professor David, who, after he had performed this duty,
addressed a few words to the boys. After referring to his acquaintance with men from the
famous old English school while at Oxford, whom he had always found pre-eminent in all
scholastic attainments, in athletics, and in all the attributes of true gentlemen, he impressed the
hope that the name of "Eton" had been given to their school not merely because it was a good
name but because it was intended to perpetuate the spirit of the great English Public schools
not in the way of servile imitation, but because they admired all that was good in their spirit;
for they desired their schools to be thoroughly and essentially Australian. (Cheers.) In
conclusion he expressed the hope that some of them would proceed to the University, and that
he might renew his acquaintance with them there.
An excellent programme of music and recitations was gone through during the afternoon, and
at the close an exhibition of calisthenics was given in the tennis court.
On 5th January 1892, Strathfield Council wrote to Sly stating that his house was now the only house
in the Municipality on which the rates remained unpaid and asked him to send the balance or action
would be taken (Hall 1985). Payment of the rates was one of the obligations accepted by Sly when he
occupied the Collage.
The College advertisement in January 1892 gave no hint of its financial distress:
“Eton College, Homebush. Headmaster J David Sly MA LLD; Assistant, Teachers W.B. Scott; Trinity
College Dublin, Miss Hewison, Miss Read, F.A. Price, G.H. D’Arcourt. The buildings stand in an
elevated position and ware specially erected for school purposes. There is a Preparatory Department for
young boys. Boarders 13 to 16 guineas per quarter; day pupils 2 to 4 guineas per quarter”.
In early 1892, Sly stocked up on Latin, Grammar, Geography text books, writing implements, sporting
and gymnastic equipment.
On 22nd June 1892 Dr Sly, being unable to pay his debts, petitioned to be made bankrupt. He had a
wife and six children to support, and no way of paying his debts. He blamed his financial failure on
the competition between schools and the high rent he had to pay for the College premises and bad
debts.
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Its final demise came on 23rd July 1892, when an auction sale was held of J.D. Sly's school fittings and
equipment. His main creditors were his brothers and sister. He attributed his failure to high rents and,
ironically, competition among schools. Economic conditions may have played a part but the
depression did not generally affect enrolments in private schools. He was discharged from bankruptcy
in October 1892.
On 24 August 1895 Sly was admitted as a solicitor and practiced in Pitt Street Sydney until 1933. He
died of heart failure and nephritis at Neutral Bay on 7 December 1934 at the age of 91 year, having
outlived his brothers and practiced law for about 38 years (SMH 1934). He was buried in the Anglican
section of the Northern Suburbs cemetery. He was survived by two sons and three daughters Mrs M
Walcott, Mrs N Royle, Mrs N Davies of his wife Annie, née Macalister, whom he had married at Pitt
Town in 1875 (Mitchell 1976, SMH 1934).
For many years there has been discussion
as to where Eton College was located and
whether it is still standing. Hall (1985)
suggested that Eton College was located
at Redmyre Lodge, 89 Redmyre Road,
rather than ‘Allerton’' 91 Redmyre Road.
The confusion existed because all
uncertainty lies in the fact that both
houses stand on land originally
designated as Lots 26, 25, 24; both were
owned by Allan Maclean and rented out
by him and all had the same lot numbers
in various records. Redmyre Lodge,
which has since been demolished, may
have been Eton College. Based on the
published sketch of Eton College, the
building is clearly not ‘Allerton’, which is
still standing.
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