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    Preface




    This book, a study of the vernacular in domestic building in Australia, is concerned for the most part with the small houses which have taken up some two-thirds of the building capacity of the nation.




    From early colonial days most of these houses were designed by builders on commission or on speculation for rental or sale; thus in direct or indirect response to the tastes of Australian women and their husbands. They were built without knowledge of architectural philosophies but with keen attention to superficial architectural fashions, which the builders translated with the limited language of hereditary carpentry and bricklaying practices.




    Where I have referred to architects of note, mansions of wealth and buildings of conscious artistic expression, I have tried to concern myself more with their influences on the subsequent vernacular than with their private histories. Similarly I have not attempted to do justice to the magnificent early colonial homesteads of New South Wales and Tasmania, which have already been the subject of various books. These deserve more detailed attention before they are all destroyed, and yet are irrelevant to the present study.




    Despite the unco-ordinated wealth and time expended on it, the small house has been considered by authority as one of the lowest forms of building creation in Australia. Successful architects and builders seldom deign to touch it. Big business has all but spurned it. Politicians consider it only in times of acute shortage. Yet the small house, probably more than anything else that man has done, has made the face of Australia and to an extent the faces of Australians.




    Australia is the small house. Ownership of one in a fenced allotment is as inevitable and unquestionable a goal of the average Australian as marriage. Australia has more per head of population than other nations and has maintained a higher standard of living in a greater number of them. Collectively, they are an achievement. Individually they are prey to thoughtless habits, snobberies and fickle sentiment.




    This is the story of a material triumph and an aesthetic calamity.




    In the ten years since this book was written the style of the house has undergone another of its inevitable decadal changes. The last of the architects’ styles referred to here has now been popularly adapted, with the usual mutilating lack of understanding, to become the “Contemporary” of today: a riot of colour, sunlight, plastics and black rods. And the architects, counter-revolting as usual, have now resorted to reserved monochromes, and more than a hint of Japanese character in details—all of which the ordinary homebuilder will find repulsive until 1971.




    The boom conditions of the last few years have hastened bigger changes on the technical side. Full préfabrication is still unknown, but standardization and semi-mass-production have enabled some manufacturers to cut the prices of timber variants of the routine rectangular house (p. 13) to compensate slightly for the inflationary rise in all building costs. Prosperity and hire-purchase systems have also encouraged more self-indulgence, so that the house is now infinitely better equipped. Television and air-conditioning have arrived. Swimming pools in turquoise fibreglass or sprayed concrete represent the next goal for two-car families. Stoves, refrigerators and the other old staple household machines are made white instead of cream at last. But although the equipment is so much better, a degree of Diggerism and male superiority still clings to it. For instance the power lawn-mower is now practically universal, while its feminine equivalent, the dishwasher, is still a sluggish seller—somehow un-Australian (“We’ve already got a dishwasher—the wife”).




    Thus in little ways the details keep changing. But the pattern seems to continue as ever.




    February 1961 ROBIN BOYD
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    PART I


    


    TEN MILLION PRIVATE ROOMS


  




  

    
I Survey and Sketch Plans





    TOWARDS the end of the eighteenth century, Englishmen began building houses on the east coast of this warm land of curious life and unknown vastness. They had selected, more by luck than exploration, the banks of a magnificent harbour, a place which posterity generally recognized as one of the best city sites in the world.




    It was about four centuries after the great community hall of the mediaeval manor house began to break into a collection of private rooms, and one and a half centuries before each collection of private rooms began to melt back into a single living space. It was two centuries after Queen Elizabeth had proclaimed the principle of a private house for every family. It was midway in history between Inigo Jones and Le Corbusier.




    These Englishmen, marines and convicts, and their few women, had left the England of the Adam brothers; of tall, pastel-tinted rooms, gilded ornament and gleaming silverware; of Wedgwood and the water-closet — a state where domestic building for the privileged had reached physical and artistic maturity. Many of them, not having been privileged, knew nothing of these things. But all of them had the acquired English taste for privacy, and it was this taste which remained a prime motive through the subsequent generations of home-building.




    Each family asked, when the day’s work wat done, for isolation from the next family. Each member asked for the possibility of privacy from the remainder of the family. The nation was built on the principle that for every family there should be a separate house and for every person there should be a separate room.




    The pattern of this culture, through the years and across the great distances, was fairly consistent. Each town was in essence a great sea of small houses around a commercial and industrial island. Each house was a group of compartments of varying size, each compartment serving a slightly different purpose. People cooked in one, ate in another, sat reading in another, tucked their children to bed in another, slept in another. There came a time when they performed the principal movements of the preparation for the day — shave, tooth-clean, toilet, shower and dress — in four different cubicles. They liked to have separate compartments for eating breakfast and dinner, and if possible a third for lunch. They liked one room for sitting by themselves and one for sitting with visitors.




    In a land of rolling plains and wide blue skies, a race of cheerful agoraphobes grew up in little weather-sealed boxes. By the middle of the twentieth century, with the population just over eight million, Australia had nearly two million private houses with an average of five rooms each — more rooms than people. And of every ten people, five lived in a capital city, one other lived in a city of more than 12,500 inhabitants, and another lived in a big town; only about three lived in a non-urban area. Living in an urban area almost invariably meant living in a suburban area. In 1947 (census year) 93.5 per cent of Sydney’s 1,484,434 inhabitants lived outside the municipality of Sydney, and 92 per cent of Melbourne’s 1,226,923 lived outside the city in the vast ring of suburbs.




    The suburb was the major element of Australian society. Factory, shop, office, theatre and restaurant were not radically different the world over. The interior of an Australian house could be given any atmosphere; it might be no different from the interior of an apartment in Rome or a flat in Regent’s Park, London. But in the suburb was experienced that essentially Australian part of town life which lay between work and home.




    The Australian suburb was a wide winding avenue of heavy oaks lined by tall fences and impenetrable hedges, a glimpse of high gables or plaster parapets through a curtain of leaves, a monumental gateway, a sweep of gravel drive, bay windows, lawns, flowering shrubs. Or it may have been a gully between two broken ranges of red walls and roofs, a straight street one chain in width, with narrow grass strips dividing sidewalks from the roadway, cropped trees and telegraph poles set in line in the grass, low continuous fences made of fifty-feet sections of pickets or bricks or woven wire, squares of lawn with beds of annuals and low shrubs and a sprinkling of decorative trees, high grey paling fences slicing up the gardens and the red façades, porches, bricks, cream weatherboards, curtained windows. Or it may have been a treeless traffic way with the fences divided into much smaller sections, continuous rows of buildings on each hand pressing greedily forward over the garden, the brown brick faces only a few feet behind the fences, like a football crowd craning to watch the defeat of the Australian domestic idea.




    The suburb was a street in the cold dawn full of grey figures converging on a yellow cement railway station from which they would vanish to factory bench and serving counter. Or it was a car rolling with a long, luxurious bounce out of a driveway and on to the short road to town. Or it was a group waiting on a corner, newspapers dispensed by an honesty box, neat tailoring, leather cases, lunch-bags, and magazines to be read in the tram which would weave them through miles of similar streets into the fabric of the town.




    The suburb was children playing cricket against a lamppost in a hot, narrow street or in an asphalt schoolyard or on steel equipment in a tan playground or in a broad park with secret stretches of shrubbery and with yabbies in the lake. It was women carrying bulging baskets in a busy, chatty street of small shops. It was a baby and toys in a wooden pen on the front lawn; a bored horse in a slow baker’s cart; dogs strutting the grass strip in an important procession. It was the slap of tennis rackets after Saturday lunch; a muddy foot-bail match on the municipal ground watched by a thin ring of friends; the squeals from a crowded swimming pool; a brief fist fight bursting through the doors of a packed bar. It was the purr of lawn-mowers; the car being washed in the street with a hose threaded through the fence; neighbours discussing the merits of their favourite manures while applying them to their front flower beds; a short burst of glassy laughter from the house where they entertained on Sunday mornings. It was the old tourer filled with two families of burnt backs and sand returning from the beach; or the new sedan with an elderly couple returning from a country spin.




    The suburb was the bare neon tubes of the milk-bar; orange sodas in the interval between two features at the cinema; twisted streamers in the Oddfellows’ Hall; the silent line of cars outside one lighted house in a darkened street,




    It was “Sunday Sport Not Allowed”, “Keep Off the Grass”, “Dogs Found Will Be Destroyed”, “Commit No Nuisance” and countless other kindred elements of a half-world between city and country in which most Australians lived.




    Every time young Arthur Phillip saw his aunts in Bath he must have been conscious of the spectacular and unusual new buildings which had appeared since his last visit. His life in England before leaving to found Australia coincided with the great social period of Bath, and the great architectural works there by the elder and the younger John Wood. The Circus was built by the latter in 1764 and Royal Crescent in 1769. In London, at the time Phillip left with the First Fleet (1787), there were already some twenty residential squares — though the peak of square-building was not reached till half a century later.




    An important principle behind all this building was the sharing of outdoor living-space, the provision of one sizeable mutually-owned parle in place of a number of small private garden plots connected with the houses. Externally the houses had no individuality. They lined the ring road around square or circus in an unbroken row — straight or curved —in a single architectural conception. Each tenant held a key to the gate of the central garden. Inside each house the English demand for privacy was granted. Externally, civic architectural unity was achieved.




    Yet in the limitless new land, Governor Arthur Phillip apparently did not see the desirability of directing his embryonic city on any such cooperative principle. In a subsequently famous despatch to Lord Sydney he proposed that “the land will be granted with a clause that will ever prevent more than one house being built on the allotment, which will be 60-feet in front and 150-feet in depth”. As it happened, this (as also his other planning suggestions for Sydney) was ignored. The lots grew cramped and the streets haphazard; Sydney’s plan was out of hand in a few years, never to recover. But Phillip’s proposal was prophetic. The 60-ft. by 150-ft. lot, often contracted by ten feet in width and varied a few feet one way or the other in depth, was to become the norm in subdivisions in the twentieth century. By then the population was spread fifteen people to the acre over square miles of suburban development. And all that remained of co-operative planning, of civic unity, was the narrow grass “nature strip” running between the footpath and the road. The London square was replaced by the ribbon, the unified row of houses by architectural anarchy.




    Soon after the first men landed, they were making bricks and stripping the forest, knocking together barracks for the military, a good brick house for the Governor, a rougher one of hewn stone for the Lieutenant-Governor, and primitive little huts for the rest. For one generation there was extreme inequality of comfort. The few privileged people tried hard to transfer some of the elegance of England to their clearings in the bush, importing many thousands of pounds worth of joinery and furniture for one wide, cool house. A much greater number lived in ramshackle single- or double-roomed huts. The windows were unglazed, with sawn hardwood shutters. The floor was mud and the furniture roughly improvised. Hundreds of convicts lived in cramped community huts. Later, when more women arrived,1 floors went in, chintz covered the windows and wooden stretchers, and the plain deal tables were scrubbed white. Such was the beginning of Australian suburban living.




    To these early settlers, torn from the side of the world where trees were accountable and lost their leaves in winter, doubtless there seemed to be but one Australian tree — the tough gum. Others later counted over seven hundred varieties of eucalypt. In housing, the situation was the contrary. In the twentieth century there appeared to be at least seven hundred varieties of small houses, but a brief investigation of each variety indicated that there were in fact no more than four or five types, within each of which were superficial variations like the individual contortions of a tree’s branches.




    The principal types were:




    (1) The Primitive Cottage. This consisted of only two rooms. One was slightly longer than the other, so that a central front door gave directly into it. This was the living-room. The other, entered by an internal door, was the bedroom. One small window to each room was placed at even distance on either side of the door. A fire-place and chimney stood at the far end of the living-room; the side walls were blind. In South Australia, New South Wales and northern Victoria, the cottage was provided with a verandah under a lower-pitched roof across the front. In Western Australia and northern Queensland, the verandah ran round the house. In the far south it was sometimes omitted. This plan was frequently extended, either at the time of building or later, by two rooms under a lower-pitched skillion at the back, matching the front verandah in a balanced profile. One of the additional rooms formed the kitchen, the other the children’s bedroom.




    (2) The Bungalow. Based on the English cottage plan of the eighteenth century, this had a central passage with two or three rooms on each side. Australia discarded England’s upper floor, spread the house on the ground and added a verandah on every side. This plan survived in country districts for a full century from 1840. With its high crowned roof and drooping verandah it became as familiar and typically country Australian as a midday dinner of roast mutton and steamed pudding.




    (3) The Asymmettical Front. This was the Victorian era’s contribution to the bungalow plan. One front room, usually the left-hand one facing the street, was thrust forward in line with the front verandah and the main roof was broken to extend over this projection. The verandah was omitted from the sides. The front verandah was thus reduced to little more than a porch. It was too small and too public to be used as living-space. Its one remaining function was to shelter the front door, Yet this convention of a verandah was to last at least until the 1920’s. Then the shelter was further reduced and became merely a porch in front of the door. Roth the verandah, and later the porch, having the lightest of functional anchors, gave themselves freely to stylism. They were the major features of façades, setting the stylistic note, as fire-place surrounds invariably set the notes for interiors. In the Victorian era, the verandah appeared again at the back, changed in character; it was glazed and partitioned into a central vestibule, with maid’s room and kitchen on either side. This plan persisted in the suburbs of the southern capitals for a full century from 1850, subject to numerous stylistic variations, From World War I onward it began to supplant the bungalow plan in the country, and even in the far north.




    (4) The L-shape. An inverted L-shaped plan, with a bungalow unit forming a fat bottom stroke and a thin servants’ and service wing running off to the rear, was popular in the 1880’s. But the plan which became familiarly known and beloved in the 1930’s and 1940’s as the L-shape displayed the angle of its wings to the street. The living-room, dining-room or dining-alcove, and the kitchen and laundry formed the bottom stroke. Bedrooms and bathroom, linked by a glazed passage, projected in a long wing to the front. The entrance door nestled in the internal corner and was covered by a small hood, in the design of which individuality was encouraged. This plan was the popular reply to the open planning technique of twentieth-century architects. It was normally associated with corner-windows and, somewhere, a row of vertical posts supporting the eaves. A variation was known as the T-shape. Here the bedroom wing was taken back a little, with the result that the laundry and other rear appointments were in turn pushed backwards, past the rear of the main block.




    (5) The Triple-front. Unless sliced in half to fit the mean allotments of some industrial housing developments, all the above types were known as “double-fronted”, for the reason that two rooms faced the street. A variation adopted by moderately successful men with wider building lots was known as the “triple-front”. This was contrived by turning the six-roomed bungalow plan until its longer side faced the street, forcing an entry between two of the rooms and blocking the unused section of the internal passage with cupboards or a bathroom.
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      Five Principal Pian Types




      (1) Primitive Cottage; (2) Bungalow; (3) Asymmetrical Front; (4) L.-shape; (5) Triple-front. An infinite number of minor variations disguised the fact that nearly every small Australian house was based on one of these five plans — more than one million of them being based on No. 3 alone.
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      Planning in the later Nineteenth Century




      (Left) The tunnel plan of workers’ tenements. Average width: 17 feet (three houses to a 50-feet lot). The centre room received only sky-light. (Right) The vast, rambling incoherency of planning for opulence; the ground-floor plan of a house in Brisbane, 1888 (H. W. K. Martin, architect). The rooms have been juggled to present an almost symmetrical front. Otherwise there has been no attempt to compose the assembly. Rooms have been added one to another like dominoes, according only to related functions (see also next figure).


    




    An infinite number of minor compartmental variations took place within each of these five principal types. On the higher economic levels each type was doubled in size by the addition of a second floor, reached by a stairway in an enlarged hall. There were individual adventures in free and open planning in the twentieth century and some vast rambling excursions in the nineteenth century. Multi-dwelling buildings with variously contorted unit plans always had a small place in Australian society, from the 1830’s with Lyons Terrace in Hyde Park, Sydney, to the tall flat-blocks of the 1930’s in the same city; but the overwhelming majority of dwellings were individual buildings belonging to one of the five types described above, .mostly to that of the asymmetrical front, and generally characterized by the un-English single floor level and the un-American insistence on a formal entrance hall.




    In pioneer Sydney, the lack of lime, the unsympathetic timber, primitive housekeeping and the unlimited space, combined to make a second storey inconvenient and unnecessary. Later, when the structural difficulties had been mastered and Sydney’s busy commercial centre was growing up in a largely two-storey image of Georgian London, the single-storey habit remained in the outskirts, in the great majority of houses. Then the southern capitals in turn automatically adopted this plan: the town business centre and neighbouring dwellings to be two-storied (even three floors were rare before 1850) and the residential ring where the bulk of the people lived to be single-storied. The house was so firmly committed to the principle of a single floor level that even on steeply sloping sites it would not permit steps. A lofty foundation would be built up on the low side. More ingenious builders would provide the sub-floor area so formed with a door. Even the northern tropical house which later developed a sub-floor working space was essentially a single-storey house raised on stilts. Throughout the land, the cellar was known only in the largest mansions, and then only as a self-conscious liquor store.




    In all Europe there was no tradition and little precedent for a single-storey urban dwelling. The builders therefore turned for inspiration to the country, the cottage of the north of England coming most readily to mind. Through all the subsequent minor variations of plan and major variations of style, the Australian urban house remained essentially, in the European sense, a country house.




    At the same time the Australian country house was to take its pattern, not directly from the English country, but second-hand from the Australian city.




    The utilitarian, non-competitive nature of country cottages, the old world over, was changed by Australia. In taking the cottage to town, she taught it fashion, and jealousy. She made it a vehicle for whims, as only the manors of the rich had been. Now every man could have his folly. She coaxed it to every excess; then one day, when it was debauched and staggering under a load of paste, painstakingly began to strip it back to essentials. Thus, about 1935, she eventually discovered by the most circuitous route possible, a basic surface dwelling not at all unlike the Mediterranean house, upon which she could well have drawn from the start.
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      Planning in the mid-Twentieth Century




      Prefabricates, and planners of minimum cottages for housing estates, almost invariably returned after extensive research and experiment to this basic rectangle. Simplicity of structure, grouping of plumbing, and conventions of room juxtaposition (diagram at right) made this plan inescapable. Variables were the positioning of the w.c. (sometimes off the bathroom) and the living-room chimney. Popular features were the retention of the living-room and the main bedroom at the front (as in the bungalow plan) and the separate shower compartment and the “U-shaped plan of the kitchen working-area, with its adjacent eating “nook”. Until conventions of living altered, no more reasonable plan could be found.


    




    The basic stuff of the plan and of contemporary stylistic fashion was the same in every state at much the same time, with regional variations worked into it. Each state had its own habits, usually bred in the capital city and subsequently spreading to the country towns. Some, such as Queensland’s stilts, were the result of fundamental geographical variations. Some were superficial, such as New South Wales’ high-pitched hipped roofs, always taller than in other states. Some were little idiosyncrasies in trade practices, such as Sydney’s habit of tinting mortar to match the bricks. Some were geological, such as Adelaide’s use of stone, the red bricks of Perth and Melbourne, and Sydney’s livid brickwork. In every generation little differences between states, in dress, diet, nomenclature and social customs became apparent. Some of these were subtly reflected in the homes.




    In the matter of structural development, the poorest class of small cottage was if anything ahead of the other social and economic strata of home-building. When speculative builders were not successfully reducing its timbers and weakening its mortar, researchers with more scientific methods and less mercenary outlooks were evolving entirely new processes for it. Everyone seemed fascinated with the idea of producing a very cheap small cottage. This, with roses round the door and an impoverished Australian family living happily within, was the apparent goal of much of the research work done by government and private laboratories. Industry was given attention, but certainly no inventor seemed inclined to waste his capacities on improving or refining any class of house except the meanest.




    Yet in the field of stylism, or fashion, most major developments were seen in the lower middle-class bracket. In this class most houses were designed by speculative builders, who judged carefully the tastes and desires of the average mistress. Thus they seldom exhibited the originality or more-or-less informed eclecticism of the upper-class houses, nor were they ever allowed to look as neglected and coarse as the poor cottages. They instigated no fashions — this was left to experimenters and exhibitionists in upper-class homes — but they were sensitive to changes of the fashion temper of society. They were often built for the owners by builders who hired a draftsman or two, and who called themselves “Builders and Architects” or some similar title. They were a nearly perfect mean of the architectural development of the country at any given time, for these calculating builder-designers always stood as close as they could judge to halfway between the sincere architect and the jerry-builder. They were the mirror of popular taste.




    Taste changed slowly at first. Each style was laboriously built up from ideas in the minds of the architects arriving in the slow ships from England. After the cultivated Georgian of the early nineteenth century ran to seed in the forties, coarsened Renaissance and Gothic Revival hounded each other for half a century. This “Battle of the Styles” reached an inevitable climax in the bold, booming Italianate of the eighties. In the early 1890’s the pace quickened and thereafter, until World War II and austerity, wave upon wave of exotic jetsam washed Australian shores. Fragments of Nor-manesque, French-Jacobean, and many varieties of Queen Anne swept over the coastal cities and splashed spray into the deepest country towns. In retaliation, as the new century began, Australian patriots arose with kangaroos, gum leaves and waratahs to adorn the face of any style. The twentieth century produced, in turn, Art Nouveau, the Californian Bungalow, Spanish Mission, Neo-Grec, Neo-Tudor, Modern Georgian and a solid, bulbous version of the International School of Functionalism.




    For three or four years before the lower middle-class adopted any one of these styles, it would have been on display in limited instances in the well-to-do suburbs. Two or three years after the lower middle-class had done with it, it would be mimicked in cheaper materials — corrugated iron, weatherboard, asbestos cement — in the houses in the poorest parts of the towns. Thus the line of fashion twisted and tangled through the years of building, but anyone who was interested only in tracing the main path of architectural style could not lose his way if he followed the middle group.




    The stylistic development of this middle group followed between ten and twenty-five years behind the most advanced local architects. In the nineteenth century, it was usually some ten years behind the popular mood of England. In the twentieth, it trailed America at a similar distance. The Gothic Revival, Queen Anne variations, Art Nouveau, Spanish Mission — all these styles were adopted by architects’ houses very soon after they first appeared overseas. There were also some major deviations of style in Australia which the rest of the world never knew. The more superficial the change of fashion, the sooner it percolated down the building classes to the lower middle-class group. But there was a minimum time-lag of ten years between the first appearance of a new style in an architect’s house and its popular acceptance.




    




    1 Authorities differ on the numbers who landed with Phillip, but of some 1,030 arrivals, there were probably no more than 2g “privileged” women (marines’ wives, etc.) and 192 convict women (Australian Encyclopaedia) ; a proportion of males to females of 5 to 1. This proportion levelled slowly to 2 to 1 in 1840. The proportion was again upset by gold-rush immigration, but was almost balanced by 1880.


  




  

    
2 First Steps of Suburbia





    THE earliest shelters were urgently functional and without thought for architectural appearance. But this consideration appeared before the close of the first six months. On 15 May 1788, Governor Phillip laid the foundation stone of his house, the first pretentious building in Australia. It was on the eastern side of the cove on a prominence some fifty feet above the water. It was to be built of bricks, tiles and sandstone, prepared by a special detail of convicts and supervised by a competent bricklayer whom Phillip had discovered among them. It would be fitted with some of the five thousand panes of glass which Phillip had had the forethought to include in his luggage. And “it would serve him until a proper Government House could be erected”.




    The building struggled through many difficulties, including a collapse in a heavy rain and Phillip’s decision to increase the size during construction. But by 1790 it was completed. Phillip and his convict bricklayer were the only designers. It was a two-storied verandahless box with six rooms and the only staircase in the colony. Attached were smaller buildings for stores and the convict servants. In front was a square courtyard with sentry boxes, garden plots and a surrounding picket fence. The architectural treatment was described by the convict artist Thomas Watling: “His Excellency’s house is composed of the common and attic orders, with a pediment in front . . . but . . . it is simple and without any embellishment whatever.” However, the house marked the birth of architectural pretensions. They rapidly grew stronger in Captain John Macarthur’s house “Elizabeth Farm” (1793), John Palmer’s “Woolloomoola” (1800) and others of wealthy colonists; but such nostalgic fumblings of laymen were not directed by competent architects until a quarter of a century had passed.




    The first conscious style was the late-Georgian, the Macquarie Style as it was sometimes called, the stately work produced by that governor of New South Wales and a handful of architects led by Macquaries protégé, Francis Green-way, in four productive years after 1817. The public buildings had tall, plain brick or stone walls, ordered in simple masses, subdivided into symmetrical classical proportions, sparingly moulded. The spreading single-storey homesteads of the new sheep-stations were made of whitewashed walls, twelve-pane windows, french doors sheltered by fragile louvred shutters, six-panel cedar entrance doors flanked by lightly decorated glass panels, deep verandahs carried at their serrated edges by thin wooden columns — singly or in trel-lised twins. “Greystanes” on Prospect Hill and “Riversdale” in Goulburn, N.S.W., became famous examples of this period, but it was not only the big expensive houses that were built with dignity. The tiniest cottage of i8$o was often carefully contrived and highly finished, sitting on the dusty pavement of a sparsely settled new town, its garden behind in the manner of crowded London.




    Apart from Greenway, who was too busy with public buildings to devote much time to domestic work, the architects1 names were soon forgotten and the records lost. Most of the homesteads doubtless knew no architect, only the rule of symmetry, the affection of craftsmen who had never learned wrong methods, and the restraint of owners who had no neighbours to impress.




    Only New South Wales knew the homestead style intimately. In Hobart the builders found a much milder sun in summer and penetrating cold in winter, something nearer the English climate which had reared the late-Georgian style. There was no call to cast the roof out in wide eaves or to build verandahs to shelter the walls. There was no need for shutters, nor for a front porch as a necessary protection for the entrance door. Plain walls were exposed in the face of the sun. In detail and construction these Tasmanian buildings were similar to Sydney’s, but in form they were closer to the London model from which both were drawn. The two-storey town house on the pavement, with a curved balustrade sweeping from the street up a short flight to the unprotected front door, was a Tasmanian product which seldom appeared elsewhere.




    In South Australia, where the climate was similar to that of New South Wales, and to an extent in Victoria, the Sydney style was repeated — single-storey, shuttered frenen windows, wide verandahs — but the social conditions of Australia and the building habits of England had both changed by the time these latter settlements were being developed. The craftsman’s era was missed and building catapulted straight into the commercial era.
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      Major Steps of Stylism (1)




      Georgian Primitive, as built in the pioneering days of all colonies, although the lack of sun-shading probably was justified only in the cooler climate of Tasmania. Note the childlike conception of the façade as a face; two eye windows, a nose front door, red brick eyebrow arches in the whitewashed wall, a brimless hat with a high crown of shingles. The only conscious decoration was a semi-circular fanlight, sometimes hollowed out of a single piece of cedar.


    




    In the middle 1830’s in New South Wales, a subtle change developed. Up to this time there had been three colonial architectural styles. Summarizing, these were: first (c. 1788–1815), the primitive child-like designs of the first settlers — verandahless, twin windows about a door, hipped roof; second (1813–21), Macquarie’s public buildings — mostly by Greenway, mostly in strict, austere Georgian; and third, the homesteads — mostly craftsmen-built without an architect, their spreading plans and encompassing verandahs unconsciously the first words in an Australian building vernacular. A fourth style now appeared. In the tracks of the simple, unscholarly builders, there followed, with measured tread, the first generation of normally practising architects. Here was the beginning of commercial eclecticism, which was to lead within a decade to the degradation of creative design.




    The details were refined, tooled down into the Regency pattern and polished. The houses achieved a magnificence of scale and a generosity of conception such as few future generations of Australians were to know in their homes. There were vast ball-rooms and drawing-rooms, great semicircular projecting bays ringed by verandahs, lofty ceilings and sweeping staircases, all built with craftsmanship of a kind that could never keep pace with a popular building programme or with the impatience of the Victorian Age. Finely turned balusters bounded the staircases, whose stone treads sprang in light cantilever from the wails. Monolithic columns with finely carved capitals often replaced timber on the verandah edge. Adam fire-places and lightly painted and moulded plaster panels replaced wooden interior finishes. Curved drooping beams of the graceful verandahs were shaped out of the solid timber. Architrave moulds to doors and windows were cut from the stone of the walls. Indoors, elaborate and monumental cabinets and bureaus were placed against the carefully composed walls. The best of English furniture and appointments were arranged with an air of unhurried and confident dignity.




    The style lasted, against the growing challenge of Victorian aesthetics and economics, until the 1860’s. Its last exponent was the architect J. F. Hilly, whose house “Cavvara” at Rose Bay, Sydney, had the last authentic example of the semi-circular bay, projecting like a bubble from a square house. It was two storeys high and ringed by verandahs with columns below, light iron trellis supports above, and drooping roof beams.




    For some seventy-five years after 1860 these buildings were to be despoiled by unsympathetic additions, allowed to decay, and trampled in the path of suburban expansion. But suddenly, in a twist of taste a century after they were built, they were to be revered and studied in intimate detail and discussed in print by architects and historians.




    These big homes of the privileged had no relation to, nor influence on, the houses of the people. The typical smaller Regency house in New South Wales was built some eight feet back from the street. It had two storeys in a square plan, with four rooms to each floor. No matter what the orientation, it carried a two-storey verandah in front, often formed entirely in imported iron on a current London practice.1 The first-floor balcony was sometimes carried on classically proportioned wooden columns, normally of the Doric order. Its balustrade was a fine lacework of cast-iron. Directly above each ground floor column was a light cast-iron ornamental trellis, ten inches wide, supporting the corrugated-iron roof.




    The basic Australian suburban cottage in its deep, narrow lot was founded gradually during the 1820’s. It appeared by the score around Sydney, in brick, its four rooms in a thirty-ft. square, a verandah in front, the kitchen and conveniences detached at the rear. Equipment generally consisted of one oven. Rain tanks were not plentiful. Until 1827, when Sydney’s first water supply was installed — a channel from Botany Swamp — the builders followed the streams and waterholes which converged on the city. And building was cheap, with the help of convict labour. A builder asked £75 plus provisions and a free convict assistant to build a house 35 ft. by 20 ft. with a 6-ft. wide verandah.




    The foundations of the other capitals were laid between 1824 and 1837 when Sydney’s and Tasmania’s architectural standards were at their highest peak. But the standards set by Greenway and his followers were not imported by the military or business entrepreneurs of the new colonies.




    Brisbane’s first settlement, in August 1824, came seven years after Greenway’s emancipation. Yet Brisbane began, as Sydney had done in 1788, as a lonely wilderness where houses had to be torn from the earth and forest by primitive tools. The story was repeated next year in Western Australia.




    In 1834, Edward Henty settled at Portland and the next year, on 6 June, John Batman traded trinkets for land with the aborigines and, hotly pursued by John Pascoe Fawkner, founded Port Phillip. For many months the site of future Melbourne remained a miserable, muddy hamlet known as Bearbrass. By 1 June 1836, it had only two slate buildings, three weatherboard shanties and eight turf hovels — a total of thirteen houses with a population of 177 people, and 26,500 sheep. Bricks cost sixpence each.




    In Sydney, in 1837, John Verge and his contemporary architects were building great mansions like “Camden Park”, with bathrooms and gas chandeliers. In Melbourne, pioneers were living in draughty huts of turf or sods or bark strips, lit by a guttering wick in a shallow dipper of tallow. In Adelaide, selected for a settlement by Colonel Light in December 1836, T. B. Finniss was building the first house — of reeds.




    Melbourne’s plan, by surveyors Russell and Hoddle in 1836, was typical of the insensible, mechanical plans on which most towns were based. It was a grid of streets and no more. As in most other cases, the surveyors were preoccupied with the task of cutting the land into convenient rectangles for distribution among the colonists. Their work was reduced when they set out lines of parallel streets running north to south along the compass line, cut by others lying east and west. The topography generally was ignored. Brisbane was often quoted next century as a striking example of the failure of this rectangular grid plan technique, where roads sometimes coincided with the steepest gradients, inclined up to three in one. Melbourne, on flatter country, escaped such anomalies. Furthermore, its main streets were wide (99 feet). Melbourne was also better off than Sydney, with no plan, but the profound lack of imagination in its design was accentuated by comparison with Adelaide’s plan of the following year. Melbourne, in common with nearly every Australian country town founded in the nineteenth century, was planned without regard for the comfort or enjoyment of its future citizens, without appreciation of the fact that a town-planner’s responsibility extended beyond the pegging out of streets.




    Between 11 January and 10 March, in the hot summer of 1837, Colonel Light planned Adelaide. He had been appointed Surveyor-General of the experimental colony of South Australia and had selected the site for the capital on a river plain between a crescent of low mountains and the sea. Working in an exposed dusty tent until a hut was put up for him by the marines, he drew, and pegged out, a plan that was to become world famous. It was, perhaps, the first practical city plan to show a “green belt” — a parkland girdle around the city centre. The design of this belt, the playing-field of the future city of Adelaide, probably did not detain Light for long. It was as absurdly simple as most important inventions of the period; no more than an idea. Light hated the dusty heat of the area; he thought to protect his city by a ring of shade. Having planned the streets on more or less conventional lines, he merely ran his pen around them and wrote “. . . to be reserved as Park Grounds”.




    The Torrens River twisted through the centre. On the south bank he planned seven hundred lots within a rectangular grid. The streets ran due north-south and east-west, in the familiar surveyor’s plan for Australian towns. Half a mile to the north, on the other side of the river, he set out a smaller rectangular grid of 342 single-acre lots. Then he drew the strip of park, averaging half a mile in width, round both street systems. Within the park strip he suggested sites for some public buildings, hospital, government house, school, market, barracks; but otherwise it was to be immune from building. Any extension of the city after his grid systems were filled was to take place beyond the reserve.




    Several details of Light’s plan indicated enlightenment ahead of the usual surveyors of the day. For example, he broke the grid system of the streets in six places to allow public squares. But these, unlike the secluded squares of London, were threaded like beads on the traffic ways. Thus they were never effective spaces for outdoor living and only required the addition of central tramways later in the century to turn them into noisy thoroughfares. Their purpose was only aesthetic; they relieved the monotony of the grid of buildings. But the significance of the park strip was to be found not in appearance — for long hot months of the year Adelaide’s green belt was yellow and brown — but in function. Adelaide was the first city in Australia, if not in the world, to provide for the health and recreation of all its citizens.




    Town-planning was a fashionable topic for conversation in London about the time Light returned from Egypt to prepare for his Australian expedition. A century later, when town-planning was again a popular subject, Australian planners wondered what precedent, if any, Light had had for his parkland belt.




    Seven years before his plan, in 1830, a retired officer of the East India Company, T. J. Maslen, published in London some unsolicited advice to “the wealthy friends of Australia” in a book he called A Friend of Australia, or a Plan for Exploring the Interior and for Carrying on a Survey of the Whole Continent. Undoubtedly Light, in his months of preparations for Australia and in the course of his discussions in London’s art and literary circles, would have come across this book. In such case he would have studied Maslen’s design for a hypothetical Australian town, prepared for the guidance of the wealthy friends. Maslen’s diagram was based on the familiar rectangular grid, but it also illustrated some “general principles” for planning. It was presented in the hope that “the Local Government and wealthy Australians would do things well from the beginning. When once a site is fixed for a metropolis, spare no pains to ensure regularity, pleasing variety, stability and beauty.” The planning principles were: (1) Two “capital streets” should cross at right angles in the centre of the town. “These two grand streets being intended for the wealthy, will thus afford the enlivening scene of . . . all the wealth, fashionable equipages, buildings and life of their inhabitants.” (2) “A park [should] surround every town like a belt one mile in width.” An informal playground and promenade space, this park “should not be disfigured by wearisome uniformity of trees”. (3) “The churches and cemeteries should be placed outside all the buildings of every town.” (4) “Every street [should] open out into the park” and (5) “Every street and every house [should] be, by law, obliged to be built with verandahs.”
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      Major Steps of Stylism (2)




      Colonial Georgian. The verandah was added, and for a brief period it was an integral part of the house, embraced by the main roof and with a flat ceiling. The only additional ornamentation was in the light, round, wooden columns. This house was a New South Wales type, and fine examples still exist in Parramatta. The verandah was not required in Tasmania. The Georgian influence passed before the other colonies began to develop.


    




    The retired officer of the East India Company had other ideas for Australian towns, including a prophecy of the eclecticism which did not yet show even in London. He wanted each street to be built in a different style and named to match: as well as the five orders of architecture of Italy and Greece, there were to be “Mauresque (Moorish), the Gothic, Egyptian (Theban), the Hindoo and even the Chinese”. This suggestion indicated that his approach to building was as entirely unrealistic as that of most of his Australian contemporaries, but his five planning principles were far more important. For every one of them, while recognizing the inevitability of class distinctions even in the new land, was directed to the benefit of the common mass of the town. By contrast, Haussmann’s rebuilding of Paris a quarter century later was concerned only with the grand vistas; behind the regular façades of his boulevards the crowded squalor of the masses was left to rot. In Australia the rich were to be permitted their fashionable equipages, of course, but they were not to be allowed to enjoy them in seclusion, as in London; they were to parade them for the entertainment of the whole city (principle 1). And the parks were not to be locked by a private key; they were to be open to everyone (nos. 2 and 4). Public health and comfort was to be considered in the back streets as in the main streets (nos. 3 and 5).




    In Adelaide Colonel Light observed nearly all these principles. Perhaps he was also influenced by his admiration for some of the old cities of Italy, which he had travelled sometime in the company of Lord Byron. But it would not have been surprising if William Light, sailor, soldier, dilettante, painter, liberal, had developed private theories on town-planning. Later generations could not know what inspired his plan, for nearly all his records of thirty years of adventurous life were destroyed in January 1839. A spark caught on the thatched hut in which he was living, waiting for his permanent house to be finished. In ten minutes his collection of drawings and journals was lost in the fire.




    Light’s design was not accepted without the acrimony and bitter argument which accompanied all public enterprises in Australia. But the greatest criticism of Adelaide’s plan centred, not on its unconventional green belt, but on the selection of the site. Almost from the start, Captain Hind-marsh, the governor and once a friend of Light, opposed the inland site. He wanted the city near the sea. Light, in a letter of 9 February 1837, to J. H. Fisher, Colonial Commissioner, explained his reasons for selecting the inland position: “In comparison with all other parts I have seen of this coast [it is] so superior, the soil so good, the plains of the immediate neighbourhood so extensive and the proximity of a plentiful supply of excellent fresh water all the year round, the probability also of one of the plains extending as far as the Murray River, or very near it . . . the excellent sheep walks in the neighbourhood, the easy communication with the harbour over a dead flat of about six miles and also the beauty of the country. . . .”




    Against these arguments, the only reason for the beach site proposed by the governor was its convenience for shipping. Through the subsequent long wrangling correspondence, Light’s desire for a comfortable, beautiful city capable of sharing its attractions among all its citizens was as apparent as Hindmarsh’s preoccupation with the technical, commercial problem of transportation. While Hindmarsh admitted the beauty of Light’s site, he could not allow himself to be persuaded by his senses in a matter involving business. Like so many future Australians, he treated beauty with suspicion: if it was beautiful, could it be practical?




    Hot members of the public, struggling six miles with all their goods from the beach, at first were inclined to take the governor’s side. In March 1839, Light published a Brief Journal, based on pages he had been able to salvage from the hut fire. In an introduction he wrote: “My enemies. . . by disputing [my choice of site] in every particular, have done me the good service of fixing the whole responsibility upon me. I am perfectly willing to bear it; and I leave it to posterity, and not to them, to decide whether I am entitled to praise or to blame.” Seven months later, when Light was dying from lung disease and the wretchedness of his “sorry adventure” in South Australia, public approbation of his work first began to appear.




    As Sydney’s grand period of building withered during the forties, her mechanization progressed. Gas pipes were laid in 1841. A tramroad and railway company was established in 1846 and started work in 1848. Iron smelting began at the Fitzroy iron works and the electric telegraph was introduced.




    The farmer’s cottage grew more comfortable. It took the natural, naïve form which was to remain unchanged for nearly a century. Two, four or six rooms, according to resources, were arranged in a square. A verandah was added on three sides, rough service rooms on the fourth. The side opposite the service section was considered the front. It faced the main approach and had a central four-panel door with elaborate knocker. This front door gave direct to the main parlour or led to it through a small hall. But country neighbours were not inclined to stand on ceremony. They came to the back door and announced themselves noisily. The polite parlour, if used at all, was entered from an inside connecting room, and the front door grew cobwebs and rust on the hinges.


  




  




  1 Cast-iron structure was eight years older than Governor Phillip’s Australia. “The cast-iron column was the first structural material produced by [the Industrial Revolution] . . . to be used in building. As early as 1780 . . . such columns replaced wooden posts as roof supports in the first English cotton mills” (Siegfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. 117).




  

    
3 Gold and Gilt





    MELBOURNE in the 1840’s had courage and aspiration but no facilities. John Pascoe Fawkner, self-educated son of a convict, symbolized its enterprise by publishing the Melbourne Advertiser, first in manuscript and then with a few worn types on an old printing press. The rapidly growing population could not be supplied with building materials or manufactured products capable of housing it in the manner to which it had been accustomed in England. No matter how hard one worked or how cheap and amenable the hired labour, the shortages of manufactured products persisted. So for months after occupation houses remained no more than cracked shells, without flooring or ceiling, the unglazed windows boarded over. But they were elaborately fitted with valuable furniture which the owners had brought from England, and wives kept themselves busy making bright chair-covers and curtains to distract attention from the roughly sawn board walls.




    Everyone who could afford it sent overseas for a house as soon as possible. Governor LaTrobe’s famous little cottage at Jolimont came from England. The Presbyterian minister, James Clow, sent to Van Diemen’s Land for a two-storey house with a verandah. Five roomed houses were prefabricated in England for £125 (freight £30). Captain William Lonsdale was among the many who brought their own houses with them.




    Behind Melbourne’s land auctioneers of the forties came speculators and confidence men. Sales of land without title led to so many disputes that the practice of building houses on wheels was reported. There was always the danger that permanent houses would be found with one foot in a neighbouring property when the surveys were straightened out. Others were left stranded on mounds or sunk in hollows when the streets were put in. In the absence of official guidance, owners picked their own house numbers. There were three with the number 22 in Lonsdale Street.




    In the first few years of the wild, rich fifties, Port Phillip began to lose such marks of neglect. Before the first year of the decade had passed she had broken from New South Wales’ apron strings. Melbourne, a city of eight years’ standing, was wild with delight when news of Port Phillip’s independence arrived in November 1850. Free, and the proud capital of a colony henceforward bearing the Queen’s own name, Melbourne set to work building with vigour. The Yarra was bridged with the world’s longest single-span in stone. Public buildings broke the ground. The heady feeling of freedom had hardly passed when news arrived on 4 August 1851 of the discovery of gold.




    There was a temporary, charged lull in the atmosphere as one generation of Melbournites threw their belongings together and went north. Then a new generation flooded in from other colonies and overseas, at the rate of 65,000 a year. In the gold-fields, huge canvas townships sprang up. As the money poured back to Melbourne, a new shape of house developed. Against the tradition of the single-storey box new influences were at work. The mood of the man who shod his horse with gold shoes and lit his cigar with a five-pound note was captured architecturally in higher, broader houses, with more and grander rooms and a longer passage to link them. Along Melbourne’s unmade streets, the facades were splashed with sticky ornament.




    But after the first wave had overrun the gold-fields and the surface had been combed bare of its riches, few of the fortune-hunters were prepared or able to dig down to the quartz. Thousands began to look for other work. Locked out from the land at least until the first Selection Act of 1861, they drifted back to Melbourne. There they found fewer jobs than people like themselves. There were more men than gardens to be tended, more women than houses to be cleaned. The uneven distribution of wealth was bound to produce, as it had twenty years earlier in Sydney, a period of spectacular homes for the successful, planned for entertaining and impressing visitors rather than for the comfort of the owners or convenience of the staff.




    Nevertheless, things were becoming easier for the domestic help. The fifties was the first decade of the labour-saving device, a term which had just entered the vernacular. The “built-in cupboard”, to hide away household junk as well as essentials, introduced the idea of dust-proof storage. “We never knew of a house in which the housewife considered she had too many cupboards,” commented the Australian Builder and Land Advertiser in 1855. Something of the potentialities of the machine age was also becoming apparent. A new American washing-machine with floating wooden balls and an agitation handle was on the market.




    Victoria’s building boom was in full swing by 1853, with over 170 new buildings arising each month in Melbourne alone. Between 1851 and 1861, the population rose from 77,000 to over half a million. During the same decade, building increased at a greater rate, multiplying the original number of houses by eight. But still there were not enough. Over 52,000 rag and bark humpies housed a big proportion of the population in 1861, and most of these fell to pieces before the owners were able to remove to a civilized structure. In 1857, with the peak of the gold rush just turned, 115,522 Victorians were living in huts or tents or were camping out.
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