
Born in Glasgow, Scotland, Robert Harper
migrated with his family to Melbourne,

Victoria in 1856. Harper worked for a roasting
and milling company and by 1865 had
established his own company which flourished
and opened branches in a number of colonies.
Harper became one of Melbourne’s leading
merchants, and was a member of the
Victorian Legislative Assembly intermittently
between 1878 and 1897. 

At the first federal election in 1901, Harper
was elected to the House of Representatives
as the member for Mernda, Victoria. Harper
believed that men were not equal and that
enterprise and industry should be rewarded
with special privileges and that “natural
economic laws” should be allowed to 
operate without restriction. Nevertheless, 
he supported a protectionist trade policy 
in the first Parliament. 

In 1909-10, Harper successfully defended
himself in a bitter lawsuit brought by Rev.
James Ronald, who claimed Harper had 
used improper language in Parliament.
Harper retired from federal politics in 1913. 
A staunch conservative and an elder of the
Presbyterian Church, Harper was renowned
for his business acumen and integrity. 

Member for Mernda (Victoria) 1901-1913

Robert Harper (1842-1919)

The electorate of Mernda was named after its locality. Mernda is an Aboriginal 
word meaning earth.

Edward Harney was born in Dublin, 
Ireland and migrated to Coolgardie,

Western Australia in the mid-1890s. Little 
is known of his life prior to entering federal
politics other than that he was a lawyer.

In 1901 Harney, a Freetrader, was elected to
represent Western Australia in the Senate at
the first federal election. Harney attended less
than one-quarter of the sittings of the Senate,
and did not stand for re-election in 1903.

In 1905 Harney was appointed King’s Counsel
and shortly afterwards moved to England to
further his legal career. In 1922 he became a
Member of the British House of Commons for
South Shields and served until his death in 1929. 
A persuasive speaker, Harney was known 
as the “Demosthenes from the West”.

Senator for Western Australia 1901-1903

Edward Augustine St Aubyn Harney (1865 - 1929)

The state of Western Australia was also represented in the first Senate by:

Miles Staniforth Cater Smith 

Hugh de Largie

Alexander Perceval Matheson George Foster Pearce

Norman Kirkwood Ewing


