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1. Introduction 

 

            A little piece of Australiana passed away earlier this year. The historic sheep 

station at Blackwood, the family homestead of the Ritchies for more 170 years near 

Penshurst, Western Victoria, was sold to Chinese investors. We all know that 

Australia no longer rides on the sheep’s back and the selling of Blackwood is yet 

another sign the passing of the pastoral economy. It is more than been 60 years since 

the Korean War boom. This is how Australia once made her way in the world. Sixty 

years ago, Queen Elizabeth, on her first tour of Australia, made a visit to the 

Goldsborough Mort wool stores building in Sunshine, Melbourne.  That huge building 

still stands today but instead of holding bales of wool it’s now a bulk storage facility 

for ‘stuff’; all those unwanted household effects. So this story involves an element of 

Australian economic history, a Scottish-Australian family and an enduring public gift 

they left to an Australian university.  

 The Ritchie family were committed philanthropists and, apart from a school, a public 

hall and a war memorial, all at Penshurst, one of their gifts is still in evidence today, 

namely, the Ritchie Research chair in economics at the University of Melbourne. How 

did that come about it? It involved the relationship between a Scottish-born grazier 

who made his fortune here and his two sons born here. 

 

2. R. B. Ritchie and Blackwood 

 

Robert Blackwood Ritchie was born in Scotland in 1861 and came out to Australia as 

a young man in 1886 to take possession of the magnificent Blackwood estate from his 

predecessors.  The name Blackwood derived that in the early days of the founding of 
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the estate there had been some magnificent belts of Blackwood trees spread across it. 

Ritchie arranged for the bluestone Blackwood homestead to be built in 1892 for 5,000 

pounds. He had, by that time, married Lillian Ross, a grazier’s daughter. She bore him 

two sons; Robin Ritchie born in 1892 and Alan Blackwood Ritchie born in 1895. 

When Lillian died at the family estate in 1897 Ritchie took his two sons, just toddlers, 

to Scotland to be raised by his mother, Janet. The boys then attended East Sheen 

public school at Eastbourne, England, while he intermittently returned to Blackwood 

to manage the estate. Ritchie was elected to the Victorian Legislative Assembly 

between 1903 and 1907 but it was not a remarkable contribution. Eventually Ritchie 

passed over management of Blackwood to his overseer and relative, Charles Edward 

Coldham, while he returned to Scotland to look after his sons, now in their teenage 

years. It was a task that sometimes daunted him. He believed he was doing his best by 

educating them in England because ‘if he took them to Australia it would ruin their 

chance of the professions they had chosen’.
2
   In that respect Alan had decided he 

wanted to pursue a naval career while Robin settled for the Army. Neither had, at this 

stage, any inclination to follow in their father’s footsteps as a grazier. Ritchie seemed 

to have perennial concerns that his two sons would waste their inheritance. He told 

Coldham that he feared that ‘both of them will, when they get the chance, chuck every 

thing and join the great army of monied loafers enjoying the lights of London.
3
 It was, 

as we shall see, an unnecessary concern.  

While fabulously rich, Ritchie sometimes regretted the hand he had been dealt with: 

‘It is a damned hard proposition that fate has ordained I should bump up against’.
4
 He 

had left the sprawling Blackwood mansion because, as he put it, ‘I will never live 

alone at Blackwood, the evenings, and sometimes the nights never seen to come to an 

end.’
5
 According to Alan Ritchie his father had left Blackwood because the many 

years of lonely residence there and the trend of affairs had convinced him ‘that the 

pastoral life out there is a thing of the past’.
6
 Ritchie therefore returned permanently 

to Scotland in 1910, having roved around a little before making Largo, overlooking 

the Firth of Forth, his new abode. There was plenty of opportunity for travel, golf, 

shooting game, bridge, tinkering with automobiles and overseeing the progress of his 

two sons. As an absentee land-holder he kept in touch with matters at Blackwood by 

corresponding regularly with Coldham who managed the property by 1895. They 

discussed prosaic matters like the management of the estate, finance, the neighbours, 

wool prices, breeds of sheep, dealing with footrot and the new federal land tax which 
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the Fisher Labor government had established.  The tax almost persuaded Ritchie to 

sell off two-thirds of the Blackwood estate. When the war came Ritchie revealed 

himself a true patriot and would talk about the training and exploits of his two sons 

and how even his mansion had become the headquarters for the Highland Cycling 

Brigade with three officers and three privates billeted at Largo House. Ritchie put up 

with the intrusion into his privacy for 10 months before volubly complaining to the 

commanding officer. Ritchie considered working in a munitions factory but settled for 

making shell cases in his garage workshop for the armed forces. 

  

 

3. The Two Sons 

 

Robin Ritchie 1892-1916 

 

Robin had a short and fairly uneventful life but, you might say, a glorious death. He 

played golf and hunted with his brother and father. From the correspondence between 

Ritchie and Coldham we can deduce the Robin was a boarder at East Sheen which he 

attended with his younger brother.  

‘Robin is an extraordinarily studious chap and knows a deuce of a lot for his age, He 

is very keen on politics and has ‘The Times’- the best paper in the world - posted to 

him daily. When he has absorbed the news, we two open a debating society and 

discuss the affairs of the nation’.
7
  Ritchie dismissed the notion of his son’s intentions 

regarding a political career: ‘He has not the temperament to be a successful politician, 

being reserved and somewhat shy’.
8
 Ritchie sometimes seemed a little bewildered by 

what his first son would end up; ‘I should not be surprised if he turned out a sort of 

literary bloke. He is fond of debate and of books which are read by men years his 

senior’.
9
 Robin, in fact, won a scholarship to Wellington College in 1908 while Alan 

went off to Osborne House in Portsmouth, a training college for cadets for the Royal 

Navy. 

Robin went up to Cambridge in 1911 to read for his Bachelor of Arts. One day the 

father came a-visiting; ‘The boy is practically his own master. He has to attend seven 

lectures a week and dine in hall every evening. He could go to London every day if he 

so liked. So far, I think he is quite strong but it is a great temptation, if he is inclined 

that way and might easy go to the dogs’.
10

 Robin read history where he ultimately 
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secured a second. He told his father that he could have had a first if he had tried 

harder. 

 

 While at Cambridge Robin had served with the Cambridge volunteer corps as an 

officer and with the outbreak of war in August 1914 joined the Army. He received a 

commission in Kitcheners’s Second Army serving as a second lieutenant in the 4
th

 

battalion, Scottish Rifles.  Sporting for a piece of action, Robin was to find himself in 

a prolonged posting in Nigg, near Cromarty Firth, as an instructor in musketry. His 

father wrote ‘He is living in fear that his war service will be all in this country’.
11

  His 

time would come however. Rather ominously, Ritchie told Coldham how it was 

inevitable that the allies would soon have to mount an offensive on the western front: 

There’s nothing doing in front of the British lines at present…we will, I suppose, be 

the attacking force and we and the French will get it in the neck. The Germans have 

miles of trenches and big gun cemented platforms behind their advance trenches’.
12

 

Robin was then attached to the 3
rd

 Battalion of the Cameronians which was part of the 

regular army and soon to be despatched to active service.  He was ‘looking forward 

with eagerness to those bloody and blasted trenches’.
13

  

By March 1916 Robin endured his baptism of fire when he came under German 

bombardment.  Ritchie told Coldham ‘that Robin is right up against it will be 

extraordinary lucky if he escapes untouched’.
14

 In June Robin engaged in some 

heroics that merited the subsequent award of the Military Cross. It was awarded in the 

field by General Munro. In a reconnaissance mission on the German lines probably 

undertaken at night he shot two of the enemy with his revolver and captured another. 

Robin’s last communication with his father reported that he was ‘all serene’. However 

he told his father ‘everything is at boiling point and the nights are absolutely hell. The 

days are certainly bad enough but in the dark it seems to get worse’.
15

 Ritchie knew 

that his son would be at the forefront of the allied offensive; ‘By the Lord, what an 

inferno and holocaust it will be’.
16

 

              In July the British High Command launched its offensive in the Somme. On 

its blackest day, July 1 1916, the British Army suffered 60,000 casualties, one third of 

which were killed. Ritchie had earlier wrote ‘I hope the boy escapes unhurt, and I 

think I would rather he was killed than mutilated for life’. In a sense Ritchie had his 

wishes met. Acting Captain Robin Ritchie was fatally wounded in a raid upon the 

German lines near High Wood early in the morning of July 20, 1916. Leading his 
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company he was shot by a machine gun, fell to his knees and had just enough vitality 

to gasp out ‘I’m hit, go on men!”. Robin’s grave was where he fell; it was soon blown 

to smithereens. The only surviving officer told Ritchie that his son was held in high 

regard by his men. The official cablegram to Ritchie came as a shock for he confessed 

that he had always an optimistic feeling that his son would pull through.
17

 His only 

comment about Robin’s death was: ‘I don’t quite see what difference to my future life 

his loss is going to make - but it is going to make a difference. He was here for four or 

five months a year and we were great pals.’
18

  One difference his son’s death did 

make was to prompt him to immediately sell Blackwood.  It was sold to Jim 

Robertson of Skene. We can be sure, too, that being a lowlander Scot Robin’s death 

would have cast him into fits of melancholy and the urge to have some memorial 

erected to his son. Ritchie’s name was inscribed on the Thiepal memorial, near 

Amiens, along with the names of 73,500 British soldiers with no known grave. 

 

 

Alan B. Ritchie 1894-1974 

 

         Serving in the Royal Navy, Alan Ritchie had an easier war than his brother. 

Initially, however, there was danger serving in minesweepers in the stormy seas in the 

North Sea and Irish Sea. Before that he served as a midshipman on the cruiser HMS 

Natal in January 1913. He was then made acting sub lieutenant on HMS Lavender in 

July 1915. From March 1916 he was then seconded to serving with the Royal 

Australian Navy on HMAS Melbourne, operating off the east coast of the USA and 

the West Indies. The two brothers shared correspondence. We do not know his 

reactions to his older brother’s death. When the war ended Alan and his father went 

out to Australia to visit Blackwood. They returned to Britain shortly afterwards. After 

resigning his commission, Alan Ritchie went to Cambridge to undertake the 

economics tripos and attended Trinity Hall. He chose economics because ‘It seemed 

to me the coming science’. His Director of Studies was Hubert Henderson of Clare 

College. Ritchie read enough to get a rather undistinguished third explaining it thus ‘I 

read it economics for the first two terms and after that spent my whole energies 

rowing’. Ritchie enjoyed Cambridge but since he was older than most students and 

with his critical faculties fully developed he could not be bothered with the 

‘childishness of the article presented fresh from public school’.
19

 Cambridge was then 
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the one of the world’s leading schools in economics where the great J.M. Keynes was 

based. Ritchie finished his degree in 1921. Since his father objected to him becoming 

‘a man about town’ he took a job with a London shipping concern.  Ritchie befriended 

Richard Casey, the Australian liaison officer with the Foreign Office and Prime 

Minister Bruce’s ‘eyes and ears’ in London. He returned to Australia in 1924 and 

purchased back the magnificent homestead and land that had been sold by his father 

in 1916. He took up joint ownership of the remaining Blackwood land under the 

company, R.B. Ritchie and Son before assuming full control in 1927. From his 

sparsely written diary it can be gathered that he spent some time writing speeches for 

Bruce and even contemplated entering Australian politics. While visiting London in 

July 1926 Ritchie was informed that Coldham who he described as ’the real maker of 

Blackwood’ had died and that he would have to go out to Australia to handle matters. 

Before he did he was approached by Otto Falk who worked for the London 

stockbroking firm, Buckmaster and Moore. Falk wanted Ritchie to send back the 

business digest despatches from Australia. In the meantime Falk, arranged for Ritchie 

to have lunch with his friend, Keynes.  In his diary Ritchie wrote of this encounter as 

‘the most famous man I have ever met’. Keynes’ wife, Lydia Lopokova, also 

attended.  It was a lunch served by a butler at the Keynes’ residence in Gordon 

Square. His diary went on: ‘Keynes looked in need of exercise. He wore a badly 

fitting blue serge suit and slippers. In appearance there is nothing distinguished about 

him… but his conversation is very bright and profound at the same time’.
20

 The two 

men discussed the opportunity to make money in Russia as both had just been there 

on separate trips. Ritchie reported how Keynes admired ‘the conversational power’ of 

the Russians because they did not show any reserve “Conversations like, ‘are you 

happy with your husband and, if not, why not, with full details’”. These 

conversations, Keynes felt, soon ‘shows whether anyone is a fool or not in the view of 

his audience.’
21

 Keynes also informed Ritchie that ‘it was the possibility of money-

making on a larger scale that constitutes in his opinion the worst feature of the 

capitalist system’.
22

  

    Ritchie was more than just an innovative pastoralist however. He may well have 

been the great unsung hero and patron of Australian economics for two outstanding 

contributions.  By the late 1920s Ritchie had become the confidant of Douglas 

Copland, the first Dean of the Faculty of Commerce at the University of Melbourne 

(Harper, 2013).  Indeed it was their friendship and business activities together that led 
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to the idea of establishing the Ritchie chair. Copland convinced Alan Ritchie of the 

need for the development of empirical, statistical research on this and other economic 

policy issues, with the result that Ritchie persuaded his father to make a then huge 

endowment to the University for this purpose.  R.B. Ritchie might have been 

conducive to the idea because he had seen what the Scottish entrepreneur, Andrew 

Carnegie, had gifted his old country in the form of free public libraries. Ritchie had 

already provided 2,200 pounds for the construction of a public hall in Penshurst but 

the gift to Melbourne University was much more substantial, some 30,000 pounds. 

The gift was finalised in May 1927 during R.B. Ritchie’s last trip to Australia. Trinity 

College at Melbourne was also given 10,000 pounds. It would take two years for 

Melbourne to fill the chair. Meanwhile Copland would occasionally go out and stay at 

Blackwood to discuss economics and politics with Alan Ritchie. Copland would use 

him as a sounding board for his views on the mixed economy especially in framing 

and articulating the keynote address, for instance, that Copland was invited give to 

mark the Harvard Tercentenary in 1936. The address was entitled ‘The State and the 

Entrepreneur’. For other times Copland relished the peace and company of 

Blackwood; ‘Some of my most pleasant memories of lazy days I have spent at 

Blackwood where I had the best of all possible worlds…And this when you have a 

friend who not only provides such restful surroundings but also the liveliest interest in 

the basic problems of the moment but won’t have any intellectual humbug, what more 

can one ask for’.
23

 

   Alan Ritchie’s other major contribution was his part in the great debate on the level 

of tariff protection for Australia in the 1920s and to ponder whether it had been a net 

benefit to the country. Possibly through his links with Richard Casey, Alan Ritchie 

wrote up for the secretary to then Prime Minister Bruce, Julian Simpson, a whole set 

of questions which the commission an enquiry into the Australian tariff would have to 

deal with (Harper 2013). Earlier Ritchie had written speeches for Bruce and 

considered entering Australian politics but the act of compromise and being a wheeler 

-dealer alienated him.  Copland served on that committee of inquiry into the 

Australian tariff along with four other economists, one of whom was named L. F. 

Giblin who Ritchie might have known.  

 

  4 The Ritchie Chair 
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Alan Ritchie took an active interest in who was to be elected to the Ritchie chair by 

serving on the selection panel. After a long international search for the right person, 

the selection committee plumbed for Giblin, the Tasmanian Statistician (Millmow, 

2005).  Giblin was honoured by the appointment and write to R. B. Ritchie 

announcing his research intentions for the position. He spoke about the work he was 

doing on the Australian tariff to undertake a critical scrutiny of the statistical data for 

economic study of Australian problems. Towards the end of the letter he noted that ‘It 

seemed to me a great thing that anyone should have sufficient faith in the application 

of science to economic problems to found such a chair. I believe this is the critical 

time when Australian problems most urgently need economic study and economic is 

just sufficiently advanced to make that study useful and profitable to the country’.
24

 

Ironically Giblin had been on the western front serving with the Australian Imperial 

Force having arrived there as the Battle of the Somme came to a close. He was 

decorated twice and thrice wounded and promoted to major. It was not, however, for 

his martial reputation that he was appointed but his intuition, imagination and insight 

into peculiar Australian economic problems. This was indeed the case when in his 

first lecture as the Ritchie professor, Giblin brought into the public domain an idea 

that later became known as the export multiplier. It was the notion that helped 

Australia adjust to the Great Depression by suggesting a sharing-the-loss philosophy. 

Giblin occupied the chair until 1940 when he retired. It would take an extraordinary 

seven years before the chair was filled, albeit temporarily, by the Canadian economist, 

Benjamin Higgins. Higgins had been directed to the vacancy by Richard Downing, an 

Australian economist working with the International Labour office based in Montreal 

at the time. Higgins was based at McGill University in the same city. Both Copland 

and Downing had entertained the possibility of taking the chair but the university 

authorities were lukewarm about either. 

Alan Ritchie was highly regarded by Higgins (1989) who recalled years later that he 

had ‘one of the sharpest minds’ he had ever encountered. As evidence of that Ritchie 

had suggested to Higgins that he give a set of lectures to mark his election to the chair 

as ‘What do Economists Know? Higgins subsequently asked Ritchie to write a 

foreword to the subsequent book.
25

 Ritchie, however, wanted to write a critique of the 

book; ‘I think I could write a good story comparing the field of economics as 

surveyed by you and the furrows ploughed in it by our economists of today.’
26

 

Higgins recalled, too, how Ritchie had a magnificent economics library at Blackwood. 
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He was one of the several distinguished economists to visit Blackwood; Colin Clark 

and Brian Reddaway were two others. It not known if Richard Downing, who in 

succeeding Higgins was to occupy the Ritchie chair from 21 years from 1954  ever 

visited Blackwood (Millmow, 2013).  While he did not dislike him or his politics, 

Downing felt that ‘the one depressing thing’ about the chair was spending weekends 

with Alan Ritchie: ‘…to be invited just because he hold what he regards as his Chair, 

to receive one’s instructions and make feudal abeyance is rather sickening’.
27

  

Ritchie was recalled to the Royal Navy at the start of the Second World War. He 

served as a torpedo officer but he did not see active service and witnessed the blitz on 

Liverpool and Birkenhead where he was based. The experience had a strange 

disembodying effect upon him ‘one feels oneself a spectator, not a participant’. In 

1943 Lieutenant-Commander Ritchie was sent back to Australia on the grounds that 

he would make a greater contribution towards the war by growing wool and grain. 

After the war he seemed more settled in Australia and at Blackwood which he grew to 

love. In his management of Blackwood Alan Ritchie proved to be an innovative 

grazier recognized for his revolutionary farming practices and won the interest and 

praise of Professor Samuel Wadham of the University of Melbourne. He restored 

Blackwood to its former glory as a pastoral empire. He was, by this time, happily 

married and had children. He was appointed to the executive of the CSIRO and was 

also appointed to the Victorian state executive. He died in August 1974 and was 

buried near Blackwood. The eulogy was given by Sir James Darling. 
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