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    I found the power station still, beside the river side;




    The rolling foothills swept away up to the Great Divide;




    But where my town Yallourn had stood was neither heart nor soul;




    Instead of digging coal for people, they dug people up for coal.




    John Wolfe, ‘Yallourn’, in Bush Melodies (1992)
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    THERE WAS A BURST of applause as the singers repeated the last lines of John Wolfe’s song ‘Yallourn’ in the Tyers hall in 1996.1 The audience, also singers and performers, were members of the Gippsland Acoustic Music Club who meet on the first Sunday of the month. But this February meeting in 1996 was special. The presenters from Radio National’s ‘Music Deli’ had come to record club members performing songs about Gippsland. The recording took place at the club’s venue, Tyers, a small town with a view over the Latrobe Valley. From the hall it is possible to see the Yallourn W power station to the west, marking the site where the town in the song used to be, the Hazelwood power station near Morwell to the south, and the Loy Yang power station near Traralgon in the east, all components of the former empire of the State Electricity Commission of Victoria. With such a panorama over the Latrobe Valley, it was appropriate that most of the songs performed that day were about the power industry, the Valley landscape, and working for the State Electricity Commission (the SEC). More poignant were the songs about Yallourn, a series of laments for the town built by the SEC as a showpiece in the 1920s, but which was now submerged in the blackness of its open cut mine. The audience was familiar with that massive open cut, the great cylindrical cooling towers of Yallourn W and the complicated network of rooflines and chimneys of the old Yallourn power station by the Latrobe River. But the songs recalled another landscape: a model town with its distinctive architecture and leafy streets, its orange-tiled roofs and vibrant community life. The audience was brought back to reality with the last verse and chorus of John Wolfe’s ‘Yallourn’.




    

      I found the power station still beside the river side;




      The rolling foothills swept away up to the Great Divide;




      But where my town Yallourn had stood was neither heart nor soul;




      Instead of digging coal for people they dug people up for coal.




      (Chorus)




      Yallourn, Yallourn, town where I was born,




      In the valley of lignite coal;




      Nothing is left of old Yallourn




      But a big black empty hole.2


    




    This book is a history of how Yallourn, established as an ideal town in 1921, became a big black empty hole, its people dug up for coal. It is a history of a planned town built by the State Electricity Commission of Victoria to house the workers employed to provide Victoria with an electricity supply. It is the history of an ambitious project, for the founders aimed to provide model housing and create ideal surroundings, drawing on town planning principles from the garden city movement. It is also a history of building and destroying. Forty years after scrub had been cleared to build the first houses, and when Yallourn had matured into the beautiful leafy town its founders had envisaged, the SEC told residents their town would be demolished to mine the brown coal that lay underneath. In another twenty years, Yallourn had disappeared into the open cut.




    For people driving east along the Princes Highway, Moe forms the entry to the Latrobe Valley, an industrial region of Victoria 140 kilometers east of Melbourne. Not far from Moe, after the highway has climbed through the Haunted Hills, drivers get their first glimpse of the Yallourn W power station, an important component of the Latrobe Valley’s network of power stations, chimneys, transmission lines and open cuts lying between the foothills of the Great Divide and the Strzelecki Ranges. It is not a neutral landscape and the view elicits a variety of reactions that can range from challenging to magical. For newcomers to the region, this view of Yallourn can be particularly challenging: plumes of smoke rising from the Yallourn W power station, the massive bulk of its cooling towers, hectares and hectares of spreading, open cut mine. But at the right time, it can also be a magical view. On foggy mornings when a layer of mist obscures the valley floor, the Yallourn cooling towers float on high like the turrets of a Scottish castle in a glen.




    Magical or challenging, for people who knew the town of Yallourn, the view can also be disturbing. They have to reconcile it with the landscape of imagination and memory, with the remembered colours, sounds, action, smells and feelings. A former Yallourn paperboy drives along the highway and remembers his privileged view of Yallourn forty years ago, a memory that competes with the reality of today. It was his own special view, he claims:




    

      revealed only to me pubescent paperboy on my daily delivery to the Reservoir Warden’s home on the hill. On a crisp autumn morning I would pause for the sun’s first shafts to pierce through the mist below and unmask Yallourn’s sharp and clear and splendid patchwork quilt of bright rooftops edged by the green hues of trees, and beyond the chocolate brown of the open cut flecked with silver dredges. Then I would turn my battered bike around to fly down the Reservoir Road towards home and Mum, and breakfast waiting beside a glowing briquette heater, the 7.30 whistle from the Works announcing my return.3


    




    His Yallourn is full of colour, sound and action, firmly located in autumn, and it evokes memories that are as warm and comfortable as the heat from the briquette heater. But now when the morning mist clears, there is no evidence that a town existed north of the highway. The bright rooftops, the patchwork quilt of colours, the warm kitchens and even the hills have been scraped away by dredgers, intent on exposing the coalface and digging up the coal.




    It is not difficult to describe the scene today, but it is more difficult to evoke that landscape of the imagination, the landscape of memory, a necessary component of writing the history of a town that no longer exists. Writing about Yallourn is not like writing about the middle-class Melbourne of the 1930s that Janet McCalman discusses in her book Journeyings, where you can still board the 69 tram and travel from St Kilda to Kew, passing the same landmark buildings and monuments, pulling up the same hills and stopping at the same intersections.4 At Yallourn, nothing physically remains to tell its own story. It is no longer possible to walk along the streets and observe the routine of the everyday. You can’t peer over the fences to admire the gardens, or pause outside one of the attic houses on a street corner and reflect on the town’s distinctive architecture. You can’t crunch through deep layers of autumn leaves in Yallourn’s parks and enjoy the beautiful landscaping and the glowing colour of the trees. You can’t climb the hills to get a view of the town and its cohesive plan. Special Yallourn smells, like those caused by battalions of briquette heaters burning away on wintry afternoons, have dissipated. Distinctive sounds have been silenced.




    When I came to live in Gippsland in 1984, Yallourn had been reduced to a demolition site. I heard about the town from the people who lived there. So instead of experiencing the town, I experienced people’s memories and descriptions of their place, their loyalty to it, their love for it and their continuing expressions of identity with it. I was aware of their passionate devotion to recording the town through memory, stories, songs, plays, meetings, drawings, photographs and artefacts. I went to the plays, listened to the songs and read the reminiscences and memoirs in historical society newsletters. I heard the stories at dinners and afternoon teas, and saw the bond when two or more Yallournites gathered together. I listened as they settled into a favourite occupation of ‘talking Yallourn’. And I saw how their attachment and commitment to Yallourn leads them to resurrect the town, to reinvent it and to perpetuate it. I was fascinated by the dialogue with history that is part of Yallourn people’s everyday life, and this led me to research the history of the town.




    On one level, then, a history of Yallourn deals with some of the broad brushstrokes of twentieth century Australian history: modernity, urban planning, industrial development, regional development, postwar planning, economic restructure. It shows us how our landscapes are created and destroyed, how our communities evolve and disintegrate, and how multiple identities can be constructed for a place. It also shows how a town hailed as ‘model’ and ‘ideal’ can be dismissed as ‘obsolete’ and ‘outmoded’ within a few decades. It reveals the policies that can transform a region from the cliched ‘Valley of Power’ to the equally cliched ‘Valley of the Dole’.5




    But I am also concerned with an intimate history. This is a history of how a particular group of people lived in a particular place at a particular time, and the relationship they forged with the place. It is about people coming to make their homes in a new town and turn the planned SEC-owned town into their place, until it was taken from them. It is about how people lost the place that they loved and how they face up to their loss. This history is about how people try to reconcile their loyalty to the town with their loyalty to the SEC. They have lost the landscape that was part of their identity, the material culture that documented their lives. They have lost the places they need to show to their children and grandchildren. So they have to restore meaning to a place that has been ‘officially’ forgotten. It is about how people seek to reinvent the town through the stories they tell about a place that was rendered dispensable and surplus to requirements, but from which they cannot be detached.




    The book, then, becomes a history of the many realisations and meanings of Yallourn. It is the history of the town built as a machine and administered by the SEC as a component of its industrial enterprise to create harmony and unity by securing contented workers in an ideal town. It is a history of the model town, the company town, the residents’ town, the outmoded town, the betrayed town and the lost town. It is also concerned with the history-making that takes place in Yallourn people’s everyday life. As Greg Dening has written in the program notes to his Performances, ‘making sense of what has happened is how we live’. He continues: ‘We do it in all sorts of ways. We sing it, dance it, carve it, paint it, tell it. We know instinctively that the consciousness of things past is, in fact, our present.’6 Through their constant dialogue with history, Yallourn people resurrect and reinvent their town. They cannot let it lie at the bottom of the open cut.




    Although my history of Yallourn is not an insider’s history, it is influenced by a similar passion to resurrect Yallourn from the bottom of the open cut. It stems from a need to understand the Latrobe Valley today, an area of high unemployment and with an economy that has been ‘made poor’ since the privatisation of the SEC.7 Omnipotent during the postwar years of the long boom when it created the new industrial region of the Latrobe Valley and when it decreed that Yallourn should be dug up for coal, the SEC no longer exists. It was ‘disaggregated’ in 1994, its power stations sold as separate companies to American and British interests. Since the privatisation of the SEC and a series of cutbacks in health, education and government services introduced during the Kennett era, 8000 jobs have been lost in the Latrobe Valley.8 The region has recently become the target of negative representations, ranging from harsh media scrutiny to comedy acts like ‘The Sheryls: Moe’s Answer to the Spice Girls’ entertaining audiences at the Melbourne Comedy Festival. Resurrecting Yallourn, that landscape of memory and imagination, is an important component to understanding the Latrobe Valley and to counteracting current representations and perceptions of the region.




    Writing a history of a town with such a limited lifespan is like writing a biography. Yallourn is the life under scrutiny, and this history has a strong narrative thread. Janet McCalman writes that history is both a scholarly discipline and a literary genre: ‘it is creative writing in which the author is not in control of the plot’.9 Paul Carter wrote that, in local histories, ‘the place serves much the same function as the plot in fiction’.10 In this book, Yallourn is both the place and the plot. Its story is dramatic and tragic. Unlike a novelist, I can’t change the ending.


  




  

    
1 Genealogy





    John Monash, general, engineer and first chairman of the State Electricity Commission, had two important pieces of information to send to the Victorian Premier on 10 December 1920. Firstly, he announced the name that had been devised for the massive new project that would mine brown coal and generate electricity for the State of Victoria. It would be called Yallourn, a combination of two Aboriginal words meaning ‘brown fire’.1 The name had been suggested by Water Commission engineer A. S. Kenyon, who was recognised by the engineering fraternity as an ‘authority on aboriginal lore’. Kenyon had derived it from ‘Yalleen’ meaning brown and ‘lourn’ meaning fire. His conglomerate was then checked by Professor Baldwin Spencer, to make sure it didn’t mean anything else.2 Pronunciation of the name, though, was more obscure than its derivation. Purists and exclusives argued it was pronounced ‘Yallern’ (rhyming with learn), claiming this was more ‘euphonious’. However, the more popular and enduring pronunciation has been ‘Yallorn’ (rhyming with lawn).




    The other important piece of information in the letter was Monash’s description of the town that would be built for the permanent workforce of the new ‘Yallourn’ project. ‘We have adopted the policy’, he wrote, ‘of housing such a population with the utmost regard to their comfort and social welfare and to this end have embarked upon the design of a garden town’. The ‘garden town’ would be laid out on hygienic and aesthetic principles, he continued, be fully sewered and provided with a good water supply and electric light. Monash stressed the word ‘ideal’ in his letter: ‘the conditions should be ideal ones for housing a large staff of operatives and their kinsfolk’.




    The first annual report of the SEC commissioners, submitted in June 1920, before Monash’s appointment, had also indicated the town would be progressive, with its design embodying the ‘most modern practice’.3 Now christened with a name, Yallourn had progressed to become an ideal, garden town. Monash’s letter to the Premier ended on a lyrical note as he described his vision: ‘Situated on a hillside in full view of an amphitheatre of beautiful hills, residence in Yallourn should be nearly as ideal as it is possible to make’.




    Contributing to Yallourn’s genealogy, then, were town planning concepts based on garden city principles, and a belief that the employing body could shape an environment that would provide its workers with ideal living conditions.




    Garden towns




    Garden city design was the ‘most modern’ of town planning ideas at the time of Yallourn’s conception. It was widely endorsed at the first Town Planning Conference and Exhibition, held in Adelaide in 1917, which brought together politicians and town councillors, government and municipal officials, engineers, architects, surveyors and medical practitioners. They all had an interest in designing and creating spaces that raised standards of living, would exert a moral influence, enhanced domestic and industrial contentment and contributed to raising staunch and healthy defenders of the empire.4 Their talks and addresses endorsed planning on garden city lines. As J. D. Fitzgerald, president of the conference, bluntly told his colleagues: ‘if we are to hold our own in the world as an Imperial race we must ruthlessly remove the slum and create the garden village’. Describing planning for the postwar world, he focused on the ‘happy homes, with gardens and beautiful surroundings’, that must be built for workers and returned soldiers. ‘If we succeed in doing this we will do away with half the discontents’. He considered the role of town planner to be both reformer and artist, ‘bettering and beautifying’. Australia urgently needed the town planner, he told his audience.5




    The delegates ended the conference by recommending the building of a garden city in each State:




    

      to counteract and to remedy those evils already existing, and so rapidly increasing, in all our cities today—the inconvenient, uneconomic, overcrowded, unhealthy, sordid and ugly surroundings in which so many Australians live and die, and which if not remedied, will more surely destroy our civilization from within than the armed forces from without.6


    




    The same sentiments were repeated the following year at the second annual conference, held in Brisbane. The mission of the town planner remained to reform, elevate and beautify, and to create healthy surroundings for happiness, industrial harmony and imperial strength. Once again, resolutions for building garden cities were passed, this time calling for ‘garden villages for all classes of the community’.7




    At the close of World War I, then, the garden city ideal in Australia was linked to rehabilitation and reform: a new society for returned soldiers and the reform of existing living conditions, especially in urban, industrial areas. These influences contributed to building a ‘garden town’ at Yallourn, where workers would live in the ideal surroundings envisaged by Monash.




    The concept of garden cities had originated from the ideas of British social reformer, Ebenezer Howard. In Tomorrow (1898) and Garden Cities of Tomorrow (1902), Howard outlined his plans for peaceful reform that would introduce a fairer society and counter the appalling conditions that existed in Britain’s industrial cities. Howard proposed that a limited dividend company would borrow money and establish a garden city in a rural area where land could be bought at cheap agricultural prices. Industries would be attracted to relocate there because of the cheap rents and possibilities for expansion. The people living in the town would form the workforce. The new cities would combine the advantages of rural and urban life, with planning and zoning providing parks, gardens and open spaces, and eliminating overcrowding and pollution. Land speculation could be controlled. Once the purchase price for the land was repaid, profits would be ploughed back into the community to enhance the facilities and living conditions for all residents. The garden cities would become welfare states with local management and self-government. They would create ‘home-towns’, instead of ‘slum-cities’, with houses set in gardens instead of tenements opening on to dank courtyards. Here, a society would be created that could ‘banish despair’, ‘silence the harsh voice of anger’ and ‘awaken the soft notes of brotherliness and goodwill’.8




    As planning historians have demonstrated, Howard’s original concept was diluted from a social revolution to a planning movement, as attempts were made to put his theories into practice. The first garden city, Letchworth, was designed in 1904 by Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker, soon to become leading exponents of the garden city movement, and whose designs had a direct bearing on Yallourn’s town plan. Letchworth illustrated the shift from a radical restructuring of society to a restructuring of the environment, and a belief that properly designed spaces could promote healthy conditions, contentment and harmony among residents. As Robert Fishman has discussed, a garden city could not create its own oasis of social justice in an unjust society; real reform lay outside the garden city.9 The shift from social reform to planning reform was encapsulated in the name change in 1907 of the Garden City Association to the Garden City and Town Planning Association. Unwin also summed up the environmental concerns of the garden city movement:




    

      If Garden City stands for anything, it stands for this:—a decent home and garden for every family that comes there. That is the irreducible minimum. Let that go and we fail utterly. And if we succeed utterly, what then? A beautiful home in a beautiful garden in a beautiful city for all.10


    




    Much of Parker and Unwin’s work concentrated on designed streetscapes, where they sought to create a ‘more harmonious combination of city and country, of dwelling house and garden’.11 Influenced by William Morris, their architecture drew on a village ideal that would give the designs both architectural and social cohesion. Through his town planning and design, Unwin aimed to build up ‘little communities of people who will have a sense of locality and will acquire the ties which spring from common interests and enjoyments shared by those around them’.12 The use of local materials would encourage local distinctiveness and a sense of place. The plan and design and sense of locality would meld a community. Unwin’s designs also aimed at beauty. Landscaping was used to blend the designs, and houses were positioned where they would trap as much sun as possible, and look out on pleasant vistas. Peter Hall, in a discussion of Parker and Unwin’s approach to planning, considered that ‘their thoughts were imaginatively with the people who would live in the buildings, walk or play in the spaces they had created’.13




    Robert Freestone traces the spread of the garden city movement from Britain to Australia, where it was adopted as the ideal urban environment.14 It spread under the influence of British-born architects such as John Sulman, who pioneered town planning ideas in Australia, and through the availability of influential texts such as Unwin’s Town Planning in Practice. The 1914 Australian town planning tour led by Charles Reade of the Garden City and Town Planning Association was seminal, and encouraged the formation of town planning associations in four States. Added to this was the work of reformers who wanted to raise urban living standards through improving the physical environment, and who were attracted to the garden city planning precepts.15 The ideas spread to the many administrators, politicians, surveyors, architects, engineers and reformers who attended the town planning conferences in Adelaide and Brisbane towards the end of the war, and who supported with enthusiasm and passion the resolutions that garden cities should be built throughout Australia. They certainly spread to Monash, who had subscribed to the Reade lecture tour, and they helped to form the vision that he outlined to the Victorian Premier in 1920.




    Company towns




    Monash drew on another model for his concept of Yallourn: the model of the company town. ‘Residence in Yallourn’, he wrote, ‘should be nearly as ideal as it is possible to make’. The company town had many origins, ranging from the efforts of philanthropic employers to provide ideal living conditions for the employees and even share the profits, to employers determined to control the workforce by owning their living spaces. Budgett Meakin, a lecturer in ‘industrial betterment’, claimed that poor housing was the cause of most social problems experienced by the working classes and that the ‘loss of touch’ between employer and employees was the ‘root cause of trouble’ in the industrial world.16 In search of examples of ‘industrial betterment’, Meakin travelled widely and became an indefatigable surveyor of model factories and towns developed by companies in Britain, Europe and North America. Busy with his camera, he documented them in his book Model Factories and Villages, published in 1905, ‘with 209 illustrations, many of them from the Author’s Camera’. Although he travelled from the West Coast to the East Coast of the United States, from saw milling towns in Oregon to cotton mills in Pennsylvania, he devoted many pages to the two most famous examples of company towns close to his home in Britain: Lever’s Port Sunlight and Cadbury’s Bournville, where the companies had moved to agricultural sites to build large new factories and model towns.




    In 1887, William Lever moved his soap manufacturing company to a new site near Liverpool, and built the town of Port Sunlight for his employees. Port Sunlight was picturesque. Many of the buildings were reminiscent of English village vernacular: half-timbered cottages which Meakin described as a ‘chaste antique design’. Replicas of famous buildings, including Shakespeare’s birthplace, were incorporated into the streetscape. As the owner of the town, the employer could construct an image that portrayed a certain type of community. Port Sunlight was the product of soap manufacturers, so a clean image was important. The plastered exteriors of the high maintenance houses gleamed with freshly painted whiteness. Meakin explained that Lever had instituted a system of ‘Prosperity Sharing’, where extra money that may have come to workers through bonuses and profit sharing—which Lever considered most working men wasted—went into the town and enabled working-class employees to live in conditions that they could not usually afford.17




    The Cadbury brothers bought land outside Birmingham in 1879 and moved their chocolate manufacturing business to a site where they could expand and build in clean conditions, away from the smoky Midlands town. George Cadbury imposed strict conditions on the design of his model town of Bournville when building began in the mid 1890s, including the regulation that one tenth of the area should consist of parks and that houses only occupy one quarter of their site.18 Meakin described the architecture as more modest than Port Sunlight, but well able to fulfil the requirements of working-class families. He drew his readers’ attention to the lower death rate in Bournville compared to Birmingham. The philanthropy of George Cadbury was evident. He was committed to using some of the great wealth his company had amassed to provide better living conditions for working families generally. Residence in Bournville was not restricted to Cadbury employees, but was open to people from Birmingham who could cycle in to work.




    A constant pre-occupation among the owners of these towns, and of their town planners, was designing and creating a street picture that portrayed the type of community they wanted to establish. The design imposed control, conformity and a certain ambience. Areas of the towns near railway lines were given special attention so that train travellers could snatch good views of the towns as they passed by. The quaint houses at Port Sunlight, with their scrupulously maintained gardens, and the cosiness and picturesque effect of the Bournville streetscapes, with flowering street trees and climbing plants adding a decorative effect to the more modest homes, exuded images of pleasant village comfort, familiarity and cohesion. Imposed on these pretty villages was an industrial squirearchy, the ever-present paternalism of Cadbury and Lever.19




    Model towns such as Bournville and Port Sunlight were ful-somely praised at the first two Australian Town Planning Conferences. Hurst Seagar, a delegate from New Zealand, described the sudden view he caught of ‘beautiful roads, cottages, gardens and everything looking in perfect order’ as he was travelling on the train near Liverpool. It was Port Sunlight. When he inspected the town, he found that workers were living in ideal conditions. ‘They seemed to enjoy the real pleasures of life and their work seemed to be a play to them’. He compared this with living conditions in other industrial towns and challenged his audience: ‘is it any wonder discontent rules among the workers when you compel them to live in such places?’ The president of the conference, Fitzgerald, had asserted in his opening address the year before that there were ‘no strikes at Port Sunlight and Bournville. If Australia had such towns for its toilers all discontent would disappear’.20




    Coupled with the garden city concept of town planning was the belief that employers could secure harmonious industrial relations by providing their employees with ideal living conditions. As prominent Melbourne architect A. G. Stephenson argued in 1921, examples in America and England ‘proved conclusively’ that good housing conditions increased the efficiency and cooperation of the workers and their loyalty to the industry.21




    Electrifying Victoria




    But when considering Yallourn’s genealogy, of equal importance to the planning influences was the symbolic significance of the giant new electricity undertaking. Yallourn was poised to ‘electrify Victoria’, a process of making Victoria modern.22




    Victoria’s fuel and energy source was black coal imported from New South Wales. By the turn of the century, electricity in Victoria was generated by steam raised from black coal, the trains were powered by black coal, and it was the fuel used in factory furnaces. Supply was always uncertain, interrupted by strikes on the coal fields and in the transport industry. The continuing unreliability of supply from New South Wales led to state development of Victoria’s black coal resources. In 1909 the government established a State-controlled black coal mine, the Wonthaggi State Coal Mine in south-west Gippsland, where men worked in dangerous conditions underground to mine coal from fractured coal seams. The coal was used to supply the railways with fuel. The Victorian Government had also consulted an English expert in 1908 on the feasibility of rail electrification. The consultant, Charles Merz, recommended a suburban electric rail system and suggested that a power station on the Morwell brown coal fields on the Latrobe River could provide the source of power.




    Henry Godridge was prospecting on the north bank of the Latrobe River in 1874 when he found brown coal. Unlike other prospectors who, in their disappointment at not finding gold, had dismissed it, Godridge decided to promote the brown coal’s potential. Some years later in 1889, a syndicate of Melbourne investors formed the Great Morwell Coal Mining Company to mine the coal and provide an alternative fuel to the black coal supplies from New South Wales. The company pioneered open cut mining in the area and also produced briquettes, blocks of pulverised dried coal. But they had difficulty selling the lower-grade fuel that contained high amounts of moisture, and in producing enough briquettes from the sodden coal. The company folded in 1899. Soon after it had been formed, however, a consulting engineer, giving evidence before the Royal Commission on Coal in 1890, recommended that government, rather than private enterprise, should exploit the deposits and develop a brown coal industry.23




    When Merz suggested that coal from the Morwell area could be used to electrify the Victorian railways, he also suggested that the Morwell power house could supply Melbourne with an electricity supply. As Cecil Edwards states in his jubilee history of the State Electricity Commission, Brown Power, this was the first proposal to use the brown coal deposits for generating electricity.24 At the time, Melbourne had a haphazard power supply with a number of companies servicing different suburbs. As a result of Merz’s report, a Royal Commission recommended in 1911 that the railways be electrified and that one authority should provide Melbourne’s power supply. Exploratory boring by an expert from Germany, where brown coal was used extensively for power generation and briquet-ting, recommended a suitable site for an open cut and power station. It was on the opposite side of the Latrobe River from the site of the Great Morwell Coal Mining Company.




    Plans to electrify the railways were put on hold during the war years, also a time when Victoria’s energy supplies were stretched to the limits. Victoria’s vulnerability, due to its reliance on black coal from New South Wales, was emphasised again as mining and transport strikes brought fuel supplies to a sudden halt. During one of these periods in 1916, the Mines Department reopened the abandoned mine near Morwell, and sent brown coal to Melbourne as a stopgap fuel. Industry lobby groups, who were looking ahead to postwar industrial progress, urged the government to investigate the use of brown coal to generate electricity and make briquettes. The government responded by forming a Brown Coal Advisory Committee to investigate the deposits and develop a plan for an electricity supply for Victoria, using brown coal. Members of the committee moved swiftly, and after investigating sites, produced a report in 1917 recommending a 50 000 kW generating plant be established on the south side of the Latrobe River, approximately six miles north of Morwell. The site had vast deposits of brown coal, a thin layer of overburden and a water supply. They also recommended that a body of electricity commissioners be appointed with power over new suppliers.




    The Bill to Create the Electricity Commissioners, which was presented to Parliament a month after the Armistice, determined that electricity generation in Victoria would be provided by a public corporation and not by private enterprise. It gave the commissioners regulatory powers over electricity standards and the mandate to submit a scheme for coal mining and power generation at Morwell. Three commissioners were appointed in March 1919. Monash was appointed general manager in October 1920, and chairman in January the following year. Before his appointment, he had already had some connection with the electricity commissioners. While he was still in London supervising the repatriation of Australian troops, Monash had organised an Australian army major-cum-mining engineer to go as an undercover agent to the Fortuna mine near Cologne, in Germany, and make secret copies of plant and machinery that would assist the new commissioners in their task of burning wet coal and making briquettes.




    The body of electricity commissioners, later renamed the State Electricity Commission of Victoria, had the mandate to ‘electrify’ Victoria with a State-wide supply system. Electricity, as part of a broader technical, cultural and economic process, would permeate city, factory, home and farm. It had the capacity to reorganise production, stimulate new industries, transform urban spaces and the design of cities, mechanise farms, introduce new processes of centralisation, and usher in mass communication. It was poised to become a vital part of people’s everyday experience where, with a flick of a switch, they could illuminate their homes and banish darkness with light. It encapsulated modernity, it became an intimate part of daily life, but it remained a mystifying phenomenon that few people understood.




    The new undertaking at Yallourn, as the crucible for generating the new social production of electricity, gained special significance. It took on a symbolic meaning and became a national icon. The scale of the projected works and their technical complexity was a physical expression of modernity. Like the Sydney Harbour Bridge, with its perfection of technology and breathtaking scale, it signified technical brilliance and achievement, a symbol for national pride. Designed in the wake of an imperial war, Yallourn was hailed as the only undertaking of its kind in the British Empire. It was the domain of the engineer, who was the creator and controller of the current, and would chart a course of progress using science and machines.




    The new electricity commissioners had acquired a site of around 3000 acres on the banks of the Latrobe River. The Latrobe River rises in the eastern slopes of the Central Highlands to the north-east of Melbourne, where several alpine streams form its headwaters. It flows through densely forested areas of mountain ash, skirts around a high peak, Mt Baw Baw, and drops into a broad, flat valley defined by the Baw Baw Plateau to the north and the Strzelecki Ranges to the south. Continuing east, the river begins the last part of its journey as it flows to Lake Wellington, part of the Gippsland Lakes system, and is finally flushed into Bass Strait. The river’s broad valley contains vast deposits of brown coal, possibly the most extensive in the world. In 1921 the State government was about to exploit these reserves.




    The newly acquired site consisted of several dairy farms on the river flats, swamps surrounded with ti-tree and dense scrub, and forested slopes full of wattles, messmate and stringybark. It was difficult to access. Although the railway line passed through the nearest towns of Moe and Morwell, the road to the Yallourn works on the Latrobe River was a steep, narrow track through the mysterious Haunted Hills. They were once known as hills of terror, where uncanny sounds emanating from the deep gullies caused cattle to stampede and their drovers to go mad. The journey through the Haunted Hills filled any traveller with apprehension, even dread. But through modernisation, all this was to change. Engineers would transform the area into their vision of controlled, efficient production. ‘The days of dread have passed’, wrote Curtis Wilson in the Sun News-Pictorial. ‘Modern machinery and science’ will ‘break the spell of the Haunted Hills’ and lay the ghosts to rest.25




    Contributing to the genesis of Yallourn was the Zeitgeist of modernity. As a component of the enterprise on the banks of the Latrobe River, the town of Yallourn would become part of a ‘machine aesthetic’ where elements of the smoothly articulated modern factory could be translated into the domestic spaces of the planned town. In his study of modernity, Marshall Berman noted the existence of the ‘machine aesthetic’ in the period after World War I.26 It was an aesthetic in which the engineer held an elevated position. Modernist architects, of whom Le Corbusier was the most influential, endorsed an engineer’s aesthetic which was dominated by harmony, unity and functionalism. Le Corbusier celebrated the existence of these elements in the factory. ‘In the Ford factory’, he wrote, ‘everything is in collaboration, unity of views, unity of purpose, a perfect convergence of the totality of gestures and ideas’.27




    The role of the engineer was paramount. ‘The Engineer, inspired by the law of the Economy and governed by mathematical calculation, puts us in accord with universal law. He achieves harmony.’ Le Corbusier looked to engineers to ‘fabricate the tools of their time’.28




    Le Corbusier’s aim was to create a new architecture that would serve the needs of the machine age. He endorsed mass production and advocated borrowing the methods of the factory for house building, bringing harmony between the home and the workplace. In the workplace, workers confronted modernism in their daily contact with new machines, processes and methods of production. In contrast to this bold, functional, clean and moral world, Le Corbusier perceived the home as an ‘archaic entity’ of putrid non-productivity. ‘Everywhere can be seen machines which serve to produce something and produce it admirably in a clean sort of way. The machine that we live in is a coach full of tuberculosis.’29




    Le Corbusier admired the ‘engineer’s morality’ which believed in getting rid of anything that had reached its use-by date, a morality that was disturbingly prophetic for Yallourn:




    

      We throw the out of date tool on the scrapheap . . . this action is a manifestation of health, of moral health, of morale also; it is not right that we should produce bad things because of bad tools; nor is it right that we should waste our energy, our health and our courage because of a bad tool, it must be thrown away and replaced.30


    




    The harmony and unity of purpose that the engineers produce in the workplace could be extended to embrace the living space. The planned town of Yallourn would be a component of that machine which could produce the contented workforce considered indispensable for the new industrial enterprise. Engineers would design and control the living space, and produce an environment that was in harmony with the workplace. They would implement a mechanisation of the living space to equal the workplace. As engineers, the administrators of the new town were experienced designers and operators of machines. So the aesthetics of the machine age would also be employed in the control and administration of the town. According to Monash, Yallourn would become ‘a model industrial town, built, organised and administered on what we believe to be the most advanced scientific principles’.31




    The excitement of electrification, the machine aesthetic of modernism and the iconic status of a new engineering undertaking were important contributions to shaping the town. They were combined with garden city planning principles and notions of company town control. Harmony and unity could be imposed through the physical fabric of the town, where planning control resulted in cohesion through architecture and landscaping. It could be achieved through design and ownership of domestic spaces, which would create ideal living conditions and result in a loyal, compliant workforce. The town would be a tool fabricated by engineers. By reproducing the hierarchy of the workplace in the town and placing engineers at the apex, unity could be achieved through social structure. These influences were reflected in two seminal planning documents on Yallourn in 1921: a draft prepared by Monash on the administration and ownership of the town, and the town plan that was presented to Parliament, seeking approval to begin building.




    Preparing a plan




    On 5 February 1921, Monash and his fellow commissioners travelled to Yallourn to watch the first sod being turned for the building of the Yallourn power station. The ceremony was simple. At a signal from the construction engineer, a four-horse plough began turning over a narrow strip in the middle of the cleared site. The official party posed for photographs. Behind them were the horses and a group of workers, and in the background thick scrub framed the cleared site. Nearby, on what had been Savige’s dairy farm, excavations had already started on the open cut mine, railway lines were being built, a quarry had been established and a temporary power house was in the process of being assembled. Two camps had been set up to house employees, one consisting of cubicles brought from the Langwarrin Military Camp. Around the camps was a spillover of tents and makeshift huts. A few portable railway houses had been erected for married staff. As the official party toured the embryo works and viewed the employees’ primitive living conditions, Monash and his commissioners could claim that they were making progress with their plans for the model town. Just two days before, they had adopted a policy drafted by Monash on principles for the ‘construction and governance’ of the town.




    Headed ‘Notes on a Policy for the Construction and Governance of the Proposed Town’, this was one of Monash’s famous draft memoranda, written on blue quarto sheets in a mixture of longhand and shorthand for his secretary to type, setting out his ideas to be discussed at a meeting with commissioners.32 This draft had been written to ‘crystallize a discussion’ with his fellow commissioners on the merits of public or private ownership at Yallourn, who could live there and how it would be financed and governed, all important decisions to be made before the ‘necessary machinery’ for planning the town could be put into place.




    Monash’s starting point was ownership of the town and its housing stock. He could not deny the benefits of private ownership of houses, admitting that every family aspires to its own home. Moreover, private ownership led to a stable family life and this could ultimately secure a most important goal for the new Commission, ‘industrial contentment’, as Monash expressed it. But Monash was reluctant to lose control of the housing stock. While the town was ‘becoming stabilised’, the Commission needed the power to decide who could and who could not live there, to prevent the population from becoming ‘alien’. What he did consider, however, was that this policy could be reviewed at a later date. Perhaps a Homes Trust could be established, he suggested, and a type of communal ownership could be introduced. But while the town was developing, ‘the Commission . . . must have the power to exclude and that power is inconsistent with private ownership’. So until ‘the personnel of the population has become settled and organised’, and the policy could be reviewed, the entire town would be owned by the Commission.




    Next, Monash addressed who could live in Yallourn. Ownership of the town conferred the right to select the population. Monash decided the population would be limited to SEC employees, their families and other ‘bona fide’ dependents, and to those servicing the town, such as teachers, police, railway workers, clergy, staff for hospitals, banks and the post office: ‘no other persons will be accepted as tenants or occupiers’. He also warned the commissioners that as they had control over who could live in the town, there was also the ‘problem of disposal’, that is, the future of the families of Commission employees whose employment had ceased due to death or disability.
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      An early view of Yallourn
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      Morwell Brown Coal Scheme, Proposed Township of Yallourn, State Electricity Commission of Victoria, 1921. A. R. La Gerche’s initial plan for the new town included parks, playgrounds, a lake and golf links.
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      A streetscape showing newly planted deciduous trees and the staff hostel on the corner of Northway and Railway Avenue, c. 1925
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      An early plan: ‘the cheapest workmen’s cottage’
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      Plan of a ‘better class villa’ (type 19)
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      The Assistant General Superintendent’s house, built in 1929 and photographed in 1961
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      Huts at Brown Coal Mine, c. 1926
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      Streetscapes forming: Centreway looking towards Northway, c. 1925


    




    When it came to financing the town, Monash recommended that the rent for homes should be revenue-producing, with rents returning capital costs and interest payments. The extent to which the town should be subsidised was up for discussion with the commissioners. Expenditure items such as ovals, public gardens, children’s playgrounds and sporting facilities, Monash felt, should be a joint responsibility between the Commission and the residents. If residents contributed to such works they would develop a ‘substantial proprietary interest in welfare projects’ which would ‘stimulate community spirit’. Other government departments and organisations would also contribute to financing the town, as they would be required to build their own premises such as schools, churches and post office. But these would still be subject to Commission control, reflecting the importance of unity of design. ‘All buildings so erected must conform to the standards of the Commission and be of approved design’.




    On the issue of town administration, Monash’s thoughts ran to the eventual creation of a Yallourn Welfare Council, consisting of nine elected members representing the three main areas of operations—open cut, briquetting and the power station—and three Commission appointees. More than a municipal council, it would also run the co-operative store, and administer the hospital and any medical benefits scheme. However this council could only be phased in after the town was up and running. The Commission would appoint officers to lay down ‘the basis of the town’s administration on sound lines’, before it could be ‘taken up’ by the Welfare Council.




    The commissioners ratified the draft, and from this initial document the shape of the SEC town emerged. In its developing years, Yallourn would be owned and administered by the SEC, which had control over its physical design, and decided who could live in the town and where they would live. In common with the owners of other company towns, the Commission planned that it would become ‘united by common aims and purposes’ that were determined by the SEC. Although it was paramount that SEC control was established through ownership, administration and design of the town, Monash also wanted to explore forms of ‘collective ownership’, with the population assuming a ‘sense of responsibility’ for welfare and community facilities, and for the people to develop an ‘esprit de corps’. Once the town was established to the commissioners’ satisfaction and was running along the lines they wanted, a review could be made of SEC policy.




    The other seminal document that shaped Yallourn was the report the electricity commissioners prepared for Parliament in December 1921, outlining the town’s design and seeking approval to begin building the first stage.33 The report contained their concept of a garden town that would provide an ideal environment for its industrial population. The plan drew heavily on British garden city principles, evidence that the Commission’s architect, Alan La Gerche, had studied the texts closely. Born in the Wombat Forest in Victoria, and later living in Creswick where his father was an influential forester, La Gerche had been employed by the Public Works Department before joining the SEC.34 With his colleagues in the SEC architectural branch, he worked in cramped conditions in a delicensed hotel in King Street, designing the town.




    The report described the site chosen for the town, an easterly spur of the Haunted Hills that was about a mile to the west of the power station and open cut. It was chosen because it lay within walking distance of the industrial area and did not lie over an easily accessible bed of coal. The site was well drained and it would be possible for the main Gippsland railway line to be diverted to include the new town.




    The plan catered for a population of 3000, with a first stage consisting of 200 houses accommodating a population of 1000. There were immediate similarities between the Yallourn plan and that of Letchworth, Britain’s first garden city. Yallourn had a broad central avenue linking the railway station with the town centre, where other roads from different parts of the town also converged. Shops and public buildings were to be grouped around this open square which the commissioners likened to a ‘place’ that would become a civic, commercial and administrative centre. In Town Planning in Practice, Unwin had been inspired by the role that town centres had played in ancient cities, and wrote about the importance of a place as a central focus for the community life of the town where people congregated. A place would add dignity as a main entrance. At Letchworth and Yallourn, it was linked by a wide avenue called Broadway to the railway station, the main port of entry.35




    From the Yallourn town square, streets radiated to the residential areas, their route dictated by the contours of the site and avoiding long straight lines. Every effort was made to provide ‘pleasing vistas’, with house blocks having ‘cheerful aspects’. The tree-lined streets would ‘resemble the drives through the grounds of a large residence or the avenues of a public park’.




    Size of allotments meant a density of four to five houses per acre, so that houses could be well-lit and ventilated, and there would be enough room to grow vegetables and keep poultry. No attempt would be made to separate the different classes of houses. Instead, the larger dwellings would be placed where they were best suited to enhance the streetscape. The house designs would be varied, in this way avoiding any monotony, and ‘engendering’ a community spirit. Houses would be predominantly brick, and the commissioners planned to make best possible use of local materials, including local clay and sand for bricks. This would give the town a ‘separate individuality and character’. The importance of establishing local dis-tinctiveness also echoed Unwin’s ideas.




    The plan included areas reserved for recreation. Between the town and the works, a park belt was planned as a screen. Sports grounds and playing fields could be located there. Closer to the town centre, tennis courts, croquet lawns and bowling greens would be developed, while a golf course would be built south-west of the town. The bush around the town would be preserved as much as possible, with the exception of firebreaks. Areas along the Latrobe would be developed for swimming and rowing.




    Plans were outlined for a water and electricity supply, but the commissioners recommended that a sewerage system be postponed until the population increased and there were more residents to share the cost. Sites were set aside for playgrounds, public gardens, schools, churches and a hospital. An eight-acre site was reserved for a cemetery. Described as ‘retired and sheltered’, it was appropriately located in the Haunted Hills.




    The plan was not extravagant. The commissioners stressed that they had kept their imaginations in check, because ‘nothing is so distressing as an unfinished project with no prospect of completion’. And speaking as engineers, which most were, they pointed out that ‘the design of an industrial town is an eminently practical problem’. To use Le Corbusier’s terminology, they were fabricating a tool. Monash had predicted that life in the town would be ‘nearly as ideal as it is possible to make’, and the plan—the articulation of this ideal—promised modern services such as electricity and a water supply, well-designed housing and abundant cultural, recreational and medical facilities.




    British garden city planners, reacting to existing industrial housing, had emphasised that life in a garden city would combine the advantages of town and country life. Landscaping with abundant trees, parks and open areas would reinforce a rural ambience in the planned town. Yallourn was located sixty miles to the east of Melbourne and the interplay between town and country featured prominently in its plans. Carved from the bush, Yallourn would be a rural version of the garden city in Australia.




    As owners and designers of the town, the SEC could determine the street picture, and it was arcadian. The text accompanying the plans evoked arcadian images. The countryside was described as ‘a large park full of natural beauty’, with fern gullies, wildflowers and ‘wooded glades’. The park-like surroundings would be created in the town. The plan promised that restrictions would be few, ‘so that all may enjoy the benefit of a free and varied country life’.




    But the images of a free arcadian life implied in the report were at odds with the aims for designing, building and owning the town. Although Monash looked ahead to a period when there could be a degree of resident representation on a welfare council and some cooperative ownership of houses, the town policies relied on Commission control of the spaces that would become Yallourn. It was a town where residents worked for the Commission, lived in the town at the Commission’s behest, occupied houses owned by the Commission, and submitted to the Commission’s government of the town.




    The SEC’s plans for building a garden town with model housing were trail blazing. Despite the enthusiasm of planners and government officials for promoting model towns and housing in Australia, very little was achieved. In Tasmania, for example, the Electrolytic Zinc Company only built forty-two of its projected 200 houses at Lutana Village before it ‘lost its zeal’.36 The ‘Australian Bournville’ only managed twenty houses for Cadbury employees in the 1920s. Except for Daceyville, where 300 houses were built in Sydney by the New South Wales Housing Board and rented to tenants, garden suburbs were mostly confined to subdivisions, such as the Mitcham Garden Suburb in Adelaide, where residents bought allotments and built their own houses. With no precedents to follow, the SEC had to set its own standard for a ‘model’ town and ‘ideal’ housing, and negotiate the complex interplay between housing, wages and rents that resulted from its role as employer, landlord and town governor.




    The SEC, then, had adopted the ideals of the garden city to produce a model town where workers lived in contentment, and industrial unrest would be minimised through the employer’s control of domestic spaces. The physical design of the town, through its uniform architecture and landscaping, would be used to create and reinforce the unity and harmony of mass production. And, most important, control of the town ensured that nothing would interfere with the production and maintenance of the SEC’s concept of a modern, efficient and harmonious space.
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