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Heaven and a Hills Hoist: Or suburban nightmare?

 Theatre Lecture for Yoni 10/3/10

Owner-occupied, a single-story house standing in its own garden was the standard of domestic comfort to which most Australians have continued to aspire. The suburb has become closely identified with popular conceptions of the “good life”.  Today Australians are witnessing perhaps the most significant challenge to their suburban way of life in more than a century. Economic scarcity and the threat of environmental catastrophe have made the suburban sprawl seem as wasteful and dangerous as it once seemed safe and boring. If the tide has turned against the suburban way of life, however, it is not only because we can no longer afford it, but because we have also begun to question the social aspirations and political arrangements that so long supported it.

What were the ideals of the good life that lay behind the establishment of our suburbs, and why were they so widely adopted?

I am going to give you a brief history of the suburb in Britain and Australia before discussing more contemporary issues with you. I would really like to hear your opinions on what the suburbs mean to you.

Australia was born urban and quickly grew suburban. From the beginnings of European settlement, a high proportion of the population was concentrated in the coastal towns on the East coast. In 1789 when Governor Arthur Phillip drew up the first town plan for Sydney, he stated that the streets be laid out: ‘In such a manner as to afford free circulation of air, and when the houses are built…the land will be granted with a clause that will prevent more than one house being built on the allotment , which will be sixty feet in front and 150 feet in depth.’ Phillip’s statement was, in a way, the invention of Australia’s ¼ acre suburban block. It was as if this Governor in 1789 anticipated a sprawl of homes and gardens rather than a clumping of terraces and alleys.
Australia had been colonised by Europeans at the very moment when the suburb was emerging as a solution to the urban ills of the Old World. Like a new colony, the suburb was a place of refuge, a place of decency, good order, health and domestic privacy. It was a place that was designed as a reaction to, or in opposition to, the slum. While the city slum was seen as dense, dirty, disorderly and disease-ridden, the suburb was seen as open, natural, orderly and healthy. The suburbs had fresh air.
Four ideologies strengthened the influence of the suburban idea upon the minds of colonial Australians. These four ideologies were Evangelicalism, Romanticism, Sanitarianism and Capitalism. 
Evangelicals had called for a revival of the homely virtues and they had expressed ideas about ‘separate spheres’ for men and women, and of the suburban home as a kind of temple in which the wife rules as the ‘Angel of the home’. The prototype of the modern bourgeoisie suburb in the 19th century was Clapham in East London, where wealthy Evangelicals settled in the early 19th c.

The idea of the suburb as a place of peace and refuge from the grotty and bustling city drew inspiration from Romanticism, for the ideal suburb enabled the care-worn city man to repair his battered spirits through communion with the beauties of nature.

J.C. Loudon, the British architect and landscape designer who is sort of regarded as the father of the modern suburb, declared that ‘A suburban residence, with a small portion of land attached, will contain all that is essential to happiness.’ The suburbs were close to the country and therefore the wilderness and so in the suburb, Loudon argued, ‘man may approach the simplicity of nature and attain the enjoyments and pleasures of pristine innocence’. So, the garden was an important feature of the suburb, and the ideal suburb attempted, in its planning and architecture, to evoke something of the peace and solitude of the countryside.
Suburbanites had further reasons to escape the city from doctors and sanitary engineers who were very vocal about the deadly pollution of the cities. According to medical science of the day, there was a direct relationship between death rates and the density of the urban environment. Governor Phillip’s concern to promote ‘the free circulation of air’ and to keep the streets wide reflected this sanitary belief. Suburbs everywhere, but especially, in the new industrial cities, were promoted as much for their safety as for their beauty or social exclusiveness.
Initially, the British suburb was also promoted as a zone of exclusively bourgeoisie residence. In the pre-industrial city the rich elite and the social outcasts had lived altogether in the same neighbourhoods, the rich in the grand houses facing the squares, the poor in the cramped lanes and back streets. From the early 19th c however, the middle classes began to show a growing fear towards their working class neighbours. They sought to insulate themselves, and especially their wives and children from the uncouth and dangerous life of the streets. So this was really about class segregation as it brought about distinctive zones of middle and working class residences. This kind of segregation and middle class insulation is mirrored around the world today in the idea of the ‘gated community’. Gated communities are fenced off residential spaces where there is an emphasis on the desire to be secure, to keep ‘others’ (particular societies outcasts) out of the precious suburbs. But rather than simply being about security, it is about fear as well.
Going back to Loudon, the 19th C British architect. In 1838 he urged people: ‘to choose a neighbourhood where houses and inhabitants are all, or chiefly, of the same description and class as the house we intend to inhabit, and as ourselves.’
But in Australia, this aristocratic impulse was considerably weakened, as the suburb, once the exclusive retreat of the rich, eventually became the dominant pattern of urban life. This did not happen all at once. Throughout the 19thC the house and garden ideal had to compete with more traditional styles of urban living, such as the terraced house, corner shop, the pub and the vigorous social life of the streets.

WHY DID THE SUBURBS GROW?

In Sydney in 1871 there were 74,000 people living in the city and about 6,000 living in the suburbs. By 1891 there were 107,000 people living in the city and 27,000 people living in the suburbs. In Melbourne, the suburbs expanded in the same decades with the extension of the railways. 

So why did the suburbs flourish so luxuriantly in Australia? There are 4 reasons:

1. The suburban idea arrived with the country’s European founders and it was rigorously promoted by the government during the early colonial period.

2. It had strong appeal to immigrants who were themselves largely refugees from urban Britain. Australia may be thought of as the farthest suburb of Britain. Ambitions for land, space and independence, frustrated in the crowded cities of Britain were often realised on the suburban frontiers of Australia.

3. Throughout the 19th century, Australian suburbanites were able to take advantage of relatively high wages, low unemployment, cheap land and extensive, modern public transport services.

4. Suburbanisation was promoted by Australia’s system of strong central government who provided new schools, police stations and suburban railways. So the suburbs were well serviced by government.

Australian colonial administrators were determined to avoid reproducing the ills of the Old World cities. Many of the first settlers were convicts who were products of the old slums of London and other large towns, and the Australian administrators feared that if the colonial towns were allowed to grow unimpeded, and ex-convicts to gather there, the same vicious subculture of crime and licentiousness would begin to pollute the new society.
The Rocks was the first suburb in Sydney. And by the 1820s the growth of crime and poverty in this suburb convinced some respectable colonists that the attempt to ward off the evils of the city was failing. This sparked the first conscious movement towards the creation of villa suburbs in the English style where wealthy, often Evangelical officials and businessmen (known appropriately as the Exclusives) promoted such suburbs to Governor Darling in the 1820s. The Governor authorised the subdivision of Woolloomooloo Hill, a pleasant rise overlooking the Harbour about a mile east of the centre of town, into special ‘villa allotments’ with a view to ‘the ornament and improvement of the suburbs of Sydney’. In Woolloomooloo 15 8-10 acre allotments were granted to wealthy Exclusives. Soon the pleasant slopes overlooking Double Bay were sprinkled with Gothic cottages and Italianate villas. Thus the first Australian suburb after the Rocks was created by government decree as a means of enabling the respectable middle class of Sydney to seek refuge from the dirt, disease and vice of the convict capital.

More remarkable than the aristocratic impulse behind the creation of the Australian suburb, however, was the speed with which it took a more democratic course. Already by the mid-1830s wealthy ex-convicts had begun to build their own villas on private land at glebe, Balmain and other harbourside suburbs. As the other colonial capitals – Brisbane, Melbourne and Adelaide – took shape during the 1830s, they grew along largely suburban lines. The word ‘suburb’ actually entered Australian usage through its use by government land agents as a term for those allotments which lay immediately beyond the ‘town’, that is, beyond what we now describe as the CBD. It is perhaps to this circumstance that we owe the peculiarly Australian habit of referring to virtually any part of the city beyond the CBD as ‘the suburbs’.

Australia’s suburbs were shaped and given distinct characters by the successive waves of immigrants who pioneered them. The demand for land, for space and for independence have always been prominent in the aspirations of immigrants to Australia. In 1871, British working-class resident James Ballantyne asked ‘what can I gain by going to Victoria?’ His answer:  ‘I will be able, whether by economy or saving, or through the help of one of the numerous building societies, to secure a comfortable freehold for myself and thus possess what every Englishman glories in – a house which will be his castle.’ And this idea of the castle comes up again and again.
But it was not only British immigrants who longed for homes of their own. In postwar Australia immigrants from peasant backgrounds in eastern and southern Europe often acquired their own suburban homes more quickly even than the native-born Australian. It was home ownership, rather than space or family privacy that these immigrants desired above all.

One of the prime social goods that Australians have historically associated with suburbia is home ownership. The connection, of course, is not entirely true. You do not have to live in the suburbs to own your own home, and you do not necessarily own your own home if you live in the suburbs. This connection derives from the link between the family and the cycle of urban development: the edge of the city is the only place where young couples have traditionally been able to afford to buy the amount and kind of accommodation they rightly or wrongly believe is necessary for child rearing. Many, perhaps most, working class home owners at any time until the 1960s acquired their home by stages; first putting a deposit on a block of land. When they had paid that off they borrowed money to start building. Often they began with only one or two rooms, then added others as they found the means to do so. When they arrived on the block it was probably unserviced, the road was not finished and there would have been no gas or sewerage.
The importance of home ownership in Australia took on a deeper meaning in the 20th Century for a number of factors. I am going to concentrate on the golden age of Prime Minister Robert Menzies leadership – 1940s-60s. In his famous 1942 speech called ‘the Forgotten People’, Menzies addressed the middle class of Australia, whom, he thought, represented the backbone of the country. In the speech, Menzies spoke to these people in the following way:

“Now, what is the value of this middle class, so defined and described? First: It has ‘a stake in the country’. It has responsibility for homes – homes material, homes human, homes spiritual. I do not believe that the real life of this nation is to be found either in great luxury hotels and the petty gossip of so-called fashionable suburbs, or in the officialdom of organised masses. It is to be found in the homes of the people who are nameless and unadvertised, and who, whatever their individual religious conviction or dogma, see in their children their greatest contribution to the immorality of their race. The home is the foundation of sanity and sobriety; it is the indispensable condition of continuity; its health determines the health of society as a whole.

I have mentioned homes material, homes human and homes spiritual. Let me take them in that order. What do I mean by homes material? The material home represents the concrete expression of the habits of frugality and saving ‘for a home of your own’. Your advanced socialist may rage against private property even whilst he acquires it; but one of the best instincts in us is that which induces us to have one little piece of earth with a house and garden which is ours to which we can withdraw, in which we can be among friends, into which no stranger may come against our will.’ REPEAT. ‘If you consider it, you will see that if, as in the old saying ‘The Englishman’s home is his castle’, it is this very fact that leads on to the conclusion that he who seeks to violate that law by violating the soil of England must be repelled and defeated. [Must be remembered that he is talking here about communists, whose beliefs were in communal living, as opposed to Menzies belief in capitalism and private ownership] ‘National patriotism, in other words, inevitably springs from the instinct to defend and preserve our own homes. Then we have human homes: A great house, full of loneliness, is not a home. ‘Stone walls do not a prison make’ nor do they make a house; they may equally make a stable or a piggery. Brick walls, dormer windows and central heating need not make more than a hotel. My home is where my wife and children are; the instinct to be with them is the great instinct of civilized man; the instinct to give them a chance in life is a noble instinct, not to make them leaners, but lifters….And finally, we have homes spiritual: This is a notion which finds its simplest and most moving expression in ‘The Cotter’s Saturday night’  - a poem by Robert Burns – Human nature is at its greatest when it combines dependence upon God with independence of man.”
Speaking of the importance of the home in the nation’s life – and he uses the metaphor of the home to talk about education and spirituality – Menzies’ confident, well-modulated voice came into those homes through the radio sets which had spread throughout Australia during the previous decade. Menzies identifies the middle class as a category that most people can identify with through the values which shape their private aspirations. However, his representation of experience speaks more to people in some social locations than others; in particular it speaks to women in their traditional social location. The home is women’s social space. In elaborating the political values of the middle class in terms of the home, Menzies was elaborating them in a way which would particularly appeal to women and draw them into politics. As radio made it accessible to women, enabling them to follow it from their kitchens and lounge rooms, so defining politics in terms of private and domestic concerns made it relevant to them. The home was both the centre of such women’s social experience  and the basis of their political values. This might be something that you as a group wish to discuss and do some further research on – the idea of women in the suburbs.

Prior to the Menzies golden age, social commentators, playwrites and entertainers made comments on the idea of Australia as the suburban nation – talking of it as Australia’s ‘civilisation’. The generation of intellectuals that became adults during the first world war began using the term ‘suburbia’ in an overwhelmingly negative sense 

Louis Esson wrote in his 1912 play, The Time is Not Ripe, ‘The suburban home must be destroyed. It stands for all that is dull and cowardly and depressing in modern life. It endeavours to eliminate the element of danger in human affairs. But without dangers there can be no joy, no ecstasy, no spiritual adventures. The suburban home is a blasphemy. It denies life. Young men it would save from wine, and young women from love. But love and wine are eternal values. They are moral. The suburban home is deplorably immoral.’

Esson’s friend Vance Palmer shared similar hopes for different ethos than the suburb – Palmer’s utopia was about the bush. In 1921 he wrote: ‘Today villadom and proleteria combine to fix the national life or cross swords in the struggle for economic power. The Man From Snowy River is deposed to make room for a sentimental bloke from the slums and the life of the continent is held up by a quarrel between two classes of people on the seaboard.’  Palmer was writing of Australia’s iconic bush man, compared to the sentimental city man who lived in sprawling suburbia.

In the 1930s, Frederic Eggleston wrote is his book on State Socialism about the civic virtue of the suburbs:
‘The home of the self contained man is in the suburbs; and in the highly developed suburbs of an Australian city, with good accommodation, a nice garden, a back yard, vegetables in his plot and fowls in the shed, a fence against intrusion, he has probably reached a higher pitch of development than anywhere else.’

However, in the Menzies post WWII era a more ironical appreciation of the strengths of suburbia developed – suburbia came to be seen as an innocent utopia. This is the viewpoint throughout Robin Boyd’s classic evocation of suburbia in his book Australia’s Home, published in 1952. His point was that while ‘factory, shop, office, theatre and restaurant were not radically different the world over…in the suburb was experienced that essentially Australian part of town life which lay between work and home.’ Moreover, suburbia was coming to be seen not so much as an aberration of the Australian spirit, but as its abiding manifestation. It became the Australian character.

As ‘suburbia’ became accepted as an authentic image of the way ordinary Australians lived, the critical connotations of the term began to lose their force, giving way to a gentle irony. No one did more to facilitate this shift than Barry Humphries. At the time when the humorous Australian archetypes Dad and Dave, Ginger Mick and the Sentimental Bloke were losing their appeal, Barry Humphries constructed new characters, notably Edna Everage and Sandy Stone. Neither inner urban larrikins nor bucolic yokels, they are truly ‘suburban’. According to Dame Edna's autobiography, and to statements she has made, she was born Edna May Beazley in the rural city of Wagga Wagga, and started her stage career on 19 December 1955 as Mrs. Norm Everage, an "average Australian housewife" from Moonee Ponds. It was during this time that she was "knighted" by then Australian Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, becoming "Dame Edna".

Following a growing awareness and appreciation among British audiences for the Dame Edna character because of appearances on British TV shows, Humphries devised a stage show titled Edna Everage Housewife Superstar which was successfully presented in London's West End in the mid 1970s.

One of her famous quotes which she has used in her British shows is: "In Australia, our houses aren't all joined together like yours to stop them from falling over."
Everage, a satirical depiction of the ‘average’ suburban housewife, violates the conventions of taste, status and worldliness. But the sense of her authenticity and familiarity has over the years come to undercut the critical edge of Humphries satire: there has grown up an undeniable element of sentimental patriotism in the appreciation of her character. Edna Everage is understood as something native to Australia, and she allows a cringey pride in the uniqueness of Australian suburban culture. That innocence was seen to be somehow admirable. Humphries made it possible to savour an authentic Australianness, without having to make a strong commitment to it; irony afforded intellectuals a saving distance. 

More recently, the suburbs have developed two faces for Australians: the dream achieved and the nightmare of dreary living, deprivation and isolation. The dream is featured in the booming real estate pages of any paper, the nightmare in the critical accounts of Australian life, especially for women with young children who can feel stuck out in the sticks. As one recent commentator wrote: ‘The Australian suburban dream created at one fell swoop the Australian housewife’s nightmare.’ One of the interesting features about the debate about suburbia is that it is not about whether people get what they want, but about the prices paid for the dream. These are claimed to include the financial burden required to purchase a home, the necessity to go ‘out’ to the far suburbs in order to afford it, inadequacy of services and access to support and, above all, isolation, especially for women in the far out homes on the flat, look-alike expanses of new ‘communities’ that lack any real semblance of community. 
Interestingly, the 19th century idea of having a private, spacious domestic life in the suburbs was a major push for the development of suburbia. In the 21st century ‘private’ has translated into ‘isolation’ for many. 

One tension which I haven’t really talked about yet is the city-suburban pull. I have mentioned what cities signified in the 19th c – immoral places where drink, violence, crime and disease were out of control – but what does the city mean to us now? How do you feel about going out in the city late at night? Recent police reports paint the city again as a dangerous space and people are urged to stay at home on the weekends late at night.  Police have profiled the violent gangs who come into the city on weekends as being from out in the suburbs – naming particular suburbs as the worst violent offenders. So, what is going on with this city-suburban tension today.
Another pressing issue which we could talk about too – and the one which I will end on – and that is the environmental issues and debates about the suburban sprawl. Is it feasible and sustainable to keep spreading our suburbs thinly, stretching resources, so that we all have some suburban space, or should we be containing the sprawl?
