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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

It has been more than two  years since I have had the 
pleasure of writing an editorial for an edition of The News.  

I can only but echo Roy’s sentiment that it is a great feeling 
to finally see what seems to be a permanent easing of the 
terrible restrictions we have all been living under since the 
worst pandemic in a century arose in late 2019.

It is an indication of just how great that feeling is that our 
esteemed President waxes lyrical for longer in his President’s 
note that I believe he ever has before. 

I commend his note to your reading, as it sets out what the 
Society is planning to bring to you  in the coming months.  It 
is indeed an exciting time to be a member, and I encourage 
you to spread the word to your friends and family.

In this comeback edition we have several excellent feature 
articles, ranging from a detailed look at the NSW Masonic 
Club on page 4 to an exploration of 1950s textile printing 
on page 18.  Matt Stone has snuck in a marvellous short 
note on motorcycles over the last century on page 17.  

So, sit back, relax, read and enjoy! I look forward to seeing 
you in person again soon.

Just a reminder that the Society has embraced technology 
in organising its events and these are now listed and 
administered through Eventbrite, a superb web-based 
facility specifically geared to the running of group events 
like ours.  

The web address is twentieth.eventbrite.com.au, where 
you can keep track of all Society events and stay right up to 
the minute as to the latest developments affecting you as 
a Society member.  

You can also book online and pay online for any Society 
event, thus securing your place for even the most popular 
of activities.  Keep an eye out too for our eNews, a snappy 
one- or two-page email which sets out upcoming events 
and other items of interest.

We encourage contributions of any sort from all of you, just 
get in touch.

We are also happy to have news of upcoming events etc., 
so please feel free to let us know.  The next edition is sure 
to be something special, so why not be part of it? 

John Dymond

It’s a really great feeling to know that this latest edition of The 
News coincides with the easing of Covid restrictions. Apart from 
this new-found freedom to enjoy life and get out and about, it also 
means the Society can start planning with some confidence for the 
future. 

We are kicking off with a walk 
along Macquarie Street in Sydney 
in the second half of November, 
followed by the annual Christmas 
get-together in December. Planning 
is underway for events next year, 
which will include two that were 
postponed as a result of Covid. 
Clearly people are keen to enjoy 
their lives to the full once again. 
Our November Macquarie Street 
walk booked out only days after it 
was publicised. 

We are impatient to welcome Peter 
Freeman, author of the outstanding 
book Thoroughly Modern: the 
life  + times of Moir+ Sutherland 
Architects. According to one source:

This remarkable history examines the national and 
international contacts and influences that shaped and 
informed Moir and Sutherland’s work and brings together 
a wealth of primary source material, including exquisitely 
rendered water colour sketches, architectural drawings, 
period photography, and correspondence, to paint a picture 
of the thrilling but at times deeply challenging beginnings of 
Canberra and modernist architecture in Australia.1

It is hoped to have Peter give a presentation to the Society in the 
New Year. It is also hoped to hold the Society’s annual  October 
long weekend trip to a centre in regional NSW in Orange, which 

has a wealth of fine architecture along with a wealth of equally fine 
vineyards close to the city.

While on the subject of books, the recently released Frances Burke: 
designer of modern textiles by Nanette Carter and Robyn Oswald-
Jacobs (The Miegunyah Press, 2021) can be highly recommended. 
This is an absorbing study of the life and work of one of Australia’s 
pre-eminent twentieth century textile designers. Frances Burke 
(1904-1994) was the founder of Australia’s first textile screen-
printing business, Burway Prints, in Melbourne during 1937. 

She established and managed the “New Design” retail outlet and 
was founder member of the Society of Designers for Industry. Her 
textile designs featured Australian and exotic  fauna and flora, 
abstract appropriations of Aboriginal designs and organic forms 
drawn from nature.

Heritage listings are a critical way to ensure that significant items 
of architecture are preserved, especially if it is not generally well 
known. Approval was recently given by Northern Beaches Council 
to demolish fine mid-century modern buildings constructed during 
the 1960s for American pharmaceutical company Smith Kline & 
French Laboratories (Australia) Ltd at Frenchs Forest. These were 
designed by the respected architectural firm of Brown Brewer & 
Gregory and complted in three stages between 1962 and 1967. 

The same architects designed the better known factory  for Avon 
Products at Frenchs Forest, completed in 1968. The buildings are 
to be replaced by a Bunnings Warehouse. The Smith Kline & French 
buildings were not heritage-listed by Northern Beaches Council, 
although it did recognise that the NSW Chapter of the Australian 
Institute of Architects had recognised the buildings as significant 
works of twentieth century architecture. This was not enough to 
save them. Whether any effort was made to explore options for 
reuse has not been ascertained.

Roy Lumby

One of Moir + Sutherland’s houses in Evans Crescent, Griffith, ACT. This is the house for Eva and 
William Rafferty, designed in 1939. The projecting section with the copper-roofed bay window 
was added in the first half of the 1980s1.

Amongst the architectural delights of Orange is the King George V Memorial Baby Health Centre 
in Kite Street, which was designed by architect AE Rennie in mid-1939, and officially opened in 
November 1940.

Model of the Smith Kline & French Laboratories (Aus) Ltd factory and administrative offices 
(David Moore photograph, reproduced in Cross-section, April 1961) and the completed  
administrative offices (Max Dupain photograph, reproduced in Cross-section, May 1963).

One of the characters perched high 
in the air on BMA House, which make 
Macquarie Street one of Sydney’s great 
places.

1boffinsbooks.com.au/books/9780648685883/thoroughly-modern-the-life-times-of-moir-sutherland-architects

An elegantly dressed Frances Burke 
at work, photographed by prominent  
photographer, Gordon F de Lisle, on 3 
June 1952. 
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Just a short walk up Sydney’s Castlereagh Street in the  
Central Business District is a distinctive heritage building 
which housed the original NSW Masonic Club. 

The seed for its creation was sown in the early 1800s. The prog-
eny of the Masonic Movement which grew out of medieval guilds 
and became well established in Europe by the 17th century, the 
first Australian Masonic Lodge was constituted in 1820 under the 
auspices of the Grand Lodge of Ireland. By 1888 there were 186 
Lodges in NSW, four of which amalgamated to form the United 
Grand Lodge of NSW, under Grand Master Lord Charles Robert 
Carrington, Governor of NSW.1

Arising from the Australian Masonic movement was the formation 
on 15 September 1893 of the NSW Masonic Musical and Liter-
ary Society by twelve enthusiastic Masonic musicians, whose ob-
jectives were espoused by the tenet ‘formed by Freemasons, for 
Freemasons and directed by Freemasons’. The group met at the 
‘Spartan Room’ at Stoddart’s Royal Hotel in Glenmore Road, Pad-
dington. It was not long before membership grew and necessitated 
a move to premises at Paddington Town Hall. In 1897 the Club 
published the first Masonic magazine in the State called The Gavel. 
This publication was later replaced by The Freemason which is still 
published today. 

From its inception the Masonic Club became the 
rallying point for all ‘good’ Masons and a central 
meeting place ‘where all points of interest could 
be freely and fully discussed, where information 
on Masonic matters could always be gained, and 
where true fraternity could be cultivated’. The 
first president was Worshipful Brother Duncan C. 
McLachlan who presided over a ‘stout-hearted 
committee’ of eighteen. 

The early years were anything but smooth sail-
ing. “The assets at the time were nil and the res-
ponsibilities heavy”, Brother James King wrote 
in 1910. With such a big committee there were 
many conflicts over some issues but that did not 

A DISTINCTIVE  
RALLYING POINT

stop the Club from progressing. By 1906, the Articles of Associa-
tion of that year registered a rapid increase in membership which 
dictated a move to a larger and more central location, occupying 
the ground floor of the premises known as the Australian Cham-
bers at 289 Pitt Street. 

With further growth, in 1909 the Club purchased land at the rear 
of 216–222 Pitt Street, Sydney and erected a Club Room. In 1925 it 
purchased a property for £43,000 from the Commercial Travellers’ 
Association.2 

Shortly afterwards it sold adjacent land including the Pitt Street 
frontage for £50,000, and property immediately to the north and 
south of the present building to provide sufficient funds to build 
and fit out 11 floors for Club facilities. 

The NSW Masonic Club building was designed in 1925 by Claude 
William Chambers, Founding Member of the Queensland Institute 
of Architects and President of the Royal Australian Institute of  
Architects from 1916-1918. Bro. John Heatley was the builder.   

The building, at 169-171 Castlereagh Street, Sydney, was com-
menced in 1926. The well-articulated, sandstone façade was add-
ed at great expense to add resale value to the building3. When 
completed, not only was it the first high-rise reinforced concrete 

construction, but also the tallest building to be 
built in Sydney, offering uninterrupted views to 
Sydney Heads from the top floor. 

On 12 September 1927, President Bro. H.L. 
Askey received the key from architect Chambers 
and formally opened its doors to the members. 
The Club was officially opened by the Governor 
General Worshipful Bro. Lord Stonehaven on 4 
October 1927.
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Original Main Dining Room 1934.

Masonic Club watercolour painting,1927.

Official Programme of the Opening, 1927.

Castlereagh Street, Sydney, 1934.

By  Zeny Edwards

The NSW Masonic Club maintains an important visual presence 
in the streetscape and, historically, reflects a significant period of 
urban growth during the 1920s. Gentlemen’s clubs reached their 
peak in the Inter-War Period with the existence of the University 
Club, the Union Club, the Royal Automobile Club and Tattersalls 
Club, amongst others. 

However, the NSW Masonic Club has withstood the test of time 
and remains today as one of only two such original Clubs to still 
exist in Sydney from the Inter-War period, the other being the Royal 
Automobile Club.  

The NSW Masonic Club building features a flat roof and a sand-
stone façade with trachyte facings at ground level. It was built in a 
style that became ‘a subject of intense discussion’,4 being variously 
described as ‘Classical Revival’ or ‘Commercial Palazzo’ style5, no 
doubt referring to the grand order pilasters to the first and second 
floors and again on the tenth and eleventh floors. 

The projecting balcony on the 10th and the cornice on the 11th 
floor are both supported by console brackets, as is the arched sec-
tion of the awning at street level. The façade windows are steel-
framed with casement sashes. The side elevations are rendered 

1A.W. Martin, ‘Carrington, Charles Robert (1843–1928)’, Australian 
Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.edu.au
2 Originally part of Port Jackson and settled by the Cadigal people, 
the land was amalgamated from two land grants of 1840 to George 
Legerson, Thomas Bowers and Richard Williams, later acquired and 
converted to Torrens title in 1914 by the Commercial Travellers’ Associa-
tion of NSW.

NSW MASONIC CLUB c.1926

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/carrington-charles-robert-3169
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masonry featuring steel-framed windows set into projecting bays 
up to the fourth floor. The fifth-floor windows are circular.

Original internal features included were, at that time, considered 
‘modern, state-of-the-art facilities’ including a fire alarm system 
and a ‘unique’ vacuum cleaning system which enabled four floors 
to be cleaned simultaneously. The apparatus was in the basement, 
next to the wood-fired boilers, and discharged the dirt directly into 
the sewer. 

The added awning at street level, including the moulded soffit, 
defines the entrance which leads to an elaborate foyer of marble 
floors and timber wall-panelling. Spaces were configured to ac-
commodate a wood-panelled boardroom, a reading room and 
card room, a billiard room, a double-storey social hall on level two 
with a wrap-around balcony, an Adam-style dining room (now 
called Cellos), a main bar taking up the majority of the ground 
floor with a ‘Ladies Waiting’ room, two levels of Members’ lodg-
ings, four floors of commercial leases, and a rooftop terrace leased 
out to tobacconists, solicitors and a tailor.

Other distinctive features include stone-tiled floors and a ter-
razzo floor on the first level inscribed with the Masonic symbol, 
polished timber joinery throughout the principal rooms, iron 
and timber balustrades on staircases and bevelled-edge glass in 
doors and highlights. 

By 1938 the Club had a membership of nearly 5,000, led by five 
Board members and run by a staff of Freemasons, with assets of 
over £250,000. It earned the reputation of being the largest Ma-
sonic Club in the world.  

Further alterations and additions were carried out through the 
years by architects H.E. Seagraves (1938), T.W. Hodgson and Son 
(1944-1970), and restoration work by Club architect John Moor-
croft. The building functioned exclusively as a club for Masons until 
the early 1980s, when the Board determined that in order to con-
tinue to flourish, the Club should make changes to the facilities. 
In 1984 the top six floors were de-licensed and subsequently con-
verted to hotel accommodation for the use of the general public 
and renamed The Castlereagh Inn. 

The present Castlereagh Boutique Hotel adopted its new name in 
approximately 1992-93 and is wholly owned, operated and staffed 
by the NSW Masonic Club. It has 83 bedrooms and has achieved 
a 4-star rating, catering to repeat clients, receiving reservations 
from overseas and interstate as well as from within NSW and the 
ACT. The hotel is open to the public and offers moderately priced  
boutique accommodation for ‘discerning’ Freemasons and mem-
bers of the general public who seek to be within reach of the ame-
nities of Sydney’s CBD. The Hotel also holds regular public functions 
to coincide with diverse events including Opera seasons, Mother’s 
Day and Christmas, which have attracted many guests. 

The Castlereagh Boutique Hotel serves as the lifeblood of the NSW 
Masonic Club, supplying the revenue needed to operate the Club 

and carry out important restoration work to various parts of the 
premises to their original condition. Renovations and refurbishment 
of all accommodation rooms and public spaces including the public 
and private dining rooms and meeting rooms commenced in 2020 
to improve the layout and presentation of function rooms.  

The NSW Masonic Club continues to make its mark in the Sydney 
streetscape. Many of the rooms continue to be used for their origi-
nal purposes, while others have been sensitively adapted to the 
changing needs of its members and the general public. Intrinsically, 
it continues to live by the original ethos of the Club. 

The spirit of the Masonic, Music and Literary activities remain 
strong to this day. The Club continues to move with the times with-
out losing its sense of history. 

References:

All photographs courtesy of NSW Masonic Club Archives.

Orwell and Peter Phillips, Architects, ‘NSW Masonic Club Conservation Management Plan, 169-173 

[sic] Castlereagh Street, Sydney’, October 2004.

Conversations with Paul Brasch, General Manager, Castlereagh Boutique Hotel and NSW Masonic 

Club.

State Heritage Inventory, 1980. https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au

NSW Masonic Club Archives, Sydney. 

NSW Masonic Club Photo Album, Sydney.

The Freemason, The Gavel and other NSW Masonic Club publications, various dates.

A.W. Martin, ‘Carrington, Charles Robert (1843–1928)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.

anu.edu.au/biography/carrington-charles-robert-3169

The original Reading Room, 1934.

Original rooftop garden,1930.

Original Billiard Room 1934.

The Reagh Bar 2021.

Front facade facing Castlereagh Street,1990s.

Original Boardroom, Level 1, 1934.
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Dr Zeny Edwards is an architectural historian. Her most recently 
published book is A Life of Purpose – A Biography of John Sulman.

3 Some members were in favour of concrete for reasons of economy while more members favoured 
sandstone which was aesthetically more pleasing and had enduring appeal.
4 Orwell and Peter Phillips, Architects, ‘NSW Masonic Club Conservation Management Plan’, 169-
173 [sic] Castlereagh Street, Sydney’, October 2004.
5 State Heritage Inventory, 1980, www.environment.nsw.gov.au

https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID 
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/carrington
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/carrington
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID


S u m m e r  2 0 2 1 T w e n t i e t h  C e n t u r y  H e r i t a g e  S o c i e t y  o f  N S W  &  A C T
8 9

REACHING FOR 
THE HOLY GRAIL

Hollywood movies, magazine articles, climatic conditions 
and shared experiences were some of the influences 
that made “inter-war Spanish mission architecture” 

popular in Australia during the early 1900s. Some of this work was 
designed by architects but it was building contractors and their cli-
ents who produced the bulk of residential work. Proximity to Span-
ish cultural influences was not as pronounced in Australia as in the 
United States.

We do have excellent examples in Sydney such as the former Plaza 
Theatre in the George Street entertainment quarter and the Roxy 
Theatre, Parramatta. Neville Hampson’s “Boomerang” in Elizabeth 
Bay is a standout because of its attention to detail. The red tile 
roof and wall capping include a splash of blue and orange which 
in my experience is rare. Two residential designs in Clifton Gardens 
by Sydney architect, Alan Stafford, are heritage-listed. Both archi-
tects are said to have visited the United States and Europe to gain 
inspiration.

American architect, Bertram Goodhue, gained national acclaim for 
his Gothic Revival churches, but he was also interested in Spanish 
architecture. He published “Mexican Memories” in 1892 and his 
journey south of the border was sometimes on horseback. Later 
he convinced organisers of the 1915 Panama California Exposition 
in San Diego that Spanish Revival architecture might be a better 
choice for the mini city he was thinking of for Balboa Park. He said 
Mission Revival architecture did not have enough “resources” for 
a world’s fair.

Mission Revival is based on the old Spanish missions that stretched 
across the Southwest and up the Californian coast. In all, 21 Cali-
fornia missions were established by the Franciscans from 1769 to 
1823. These frontier posts relied on local materials and labour. 
Construction was mostly of sun-dried bricks and timber. Character-
istics include white stucco walls, handmade clay roof-tiles, deeply 
inset windows and colonnades. Between 1890 and 1915 Mission 
Revival was a popular choice for residential, commercial and institu-
tional buildings. San Diego railroad depot in the downtown area is 
a particularly good example, because it is built with fired clay bricks 
that altered design possibilities. 

Spanish Revival reached the height of popularity from 1915 to 
1931 and is rich in architectural details. It often used carved stone 
around doors, windows, or balconies. Polychrome ceramic tiles and 
wrought iron are used extensively. All of this came from a wealth of 
fifteenth through nineteenth century decorative arts in Spain and 
the New World. The Moors occupied parts of the Iberian Peninsula 
for centuries and this influence is clearly visible in Andalusia even 
today. The front entrance of “Boomerang” is a series of columns 
and arches that is reminiscent of this style.

Typically, there is some cross-over between Spanish and Mission 
Revival during the design phase and alterations over time. I think 
Sydney’s Roxy Theatre has a predominantly Mission Revival fore-
court and Spanish Revival parapet wall that features a series of 
baroque elements as well as Moorish characteristics below. 

“Cara Mia” residence designed by Alan Stafford, Sydney

Words and pictures by Peter Retallick

Peter Retallick completed a Master of Design at the University of 
New South Wales as a mature age student. Since then, he has 
been investigating Spanish Revival architecture both here in Syd-
ney and the United States. Primary research includes visits to 
Spain, Mexico and Southern California.  

Roxy Theatre, Parramatta, present day.

Suburban fountain found in Coronado, San Diego (cast stone and ceramic tiles).

Fountain from the 1915 Panama California Exposition in San Diego (restored).

It was designed by Moore & Dyer in association with Herbert & 
Wilson. Unsympathetic changes were made to the interior of the 
building in the 1970’s.

The theatre is now vacant and looks neglected, but the new Metro 
West Parramatta Station will be immediately adjacent. That could 
change the dynamics. Construction is due to start, and surround-
ing buildings have been acquired as a works zone. Eventually some 
of these areas are going to form plazas and provide an access route 
through to the Parramatta River. 

An adjoining park would soften the outline of the theatre building 
once trees have grown. It might also be the location of a Spanish 
fountain? Another addition could be tile wainscoting around the 
front of the theatre and perhaps wrought iron gates. 

It is interesting to compare the Spanish Revival influence in Austra-
lia and the United States. We have a few exceptional buildings that 
provide an idea of what can be achieved, but you will not see any 
multi-coloured, ceramic tile covered cupolas as you do in Califor-
nia. Or closely observe legendary Florida architect, Addison Mizner, 
who made a lasting impression on the built environment in Palm 
Beach and Boca Raton. 

MISSION REVIVAL AND SPANISH REVIVAL ARCHITECTURE
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A
lthough the history of the estate known as Retford 
Park on the Old South Road at Bowral can be traced 
back to the colonial era, its present form was realised 
in January 1884 when part of the original land grant 

was purchased by prominent Sydney retailer Samuel Hordern. He 
named his newly acquired property Retford Park after the home of 
his grandmother in Nottingham, England, and on it established a 
cattle stud. The superb Victorian Italianate style Retford Park House 
is attributed to architect Albert Bond and was completed in 1887. 

Bond’s first commission for the Hordern family is thought to have 
been Shubra Hall at Croydon (1869, now part of the Presbyterian 
Ladies’ College at Croydon), built for Anthony Hordern III. Be-
tween April 1873 and December 1877, Bond served as the Mu-
nicipal Council of Sydney’s first full-time architect. Between 1877 
and 1908, he designed numerous buildings for the Hordern family 
business and for individual family members. Apart from running a 
successful architectural practice, Bond took a keen interest in the 
affairs of the Institute of Architects of NSW. 

Retford Park remained in the possession of the Hordern family 
until 1953, during which time it continued to operate as a stud 
farm. Members of the Hordern family remained at Retford Park 
until 1960, after which it was sold to King Ranch (Australia), part 
of a major Texan cattle ranching concern. In 1964 King Ranch 
subdivided Retford Park into two allotments, the smaller of which 
contained Retford Park House and its immediate grounds. This al-
lotment was purchased by James Fairfax later that year.

James Fairfax, (1933-2017), the son of Sir Warwick and Marge Fair-
fax and great-great grandson of John Fairfax, founder of the Syd-
ney Morning Herald, was born in 1933 and rose to become director 
of John Fairfax & Sons between 1957 and 1987 and its chairman 
for eleven years. He was also an eminent art collector and patron 
of the arts, and a notable philanthropist.

James Fairfax was friendly with Edwina and Peter Baillieu. Edwina 
was a member of the Hordern family and Peter a member of the 
prominent Baillieu family of Melbourne. He was managing director 

GUILFORD BELL’S  
GARDEN TEMPLE

of King Ranch (Australia), while his cousin June had also married 
into the Hordern family. According to James Fairfax:

I had no plans to acquire a country house, but chatting 
to Peter Baillieu ... at a cocktail party in December 1963, I 
learned that Retford Park and ten acres of land were to be 
sold, having been passed in at auction with seventy acres. As 
Peter put it: ‘We’re trying to flog it for £20,000.’ I said at that 
price I might be interested, and a few days later flew up to 
see it with Terry Clune ... 

Our first sight on a wet and windy day was after forcing 
our way up a very overgrown drive which had not been used 
for a number of years, the back drive to the stable buildings 
having been thought more convenient. Walking through the 
dark and gloomy rooms, denuded of furniture, I tried to re-
member what it had looked like when June [Hordern] had 
been the chatelaine and to imagine how it could be given a 
new lease of life. I was encouraged in this by Terry and by the 
time we joined Edwina and Peter for lunch at Milton Park, I 
had pretty well decided to make an offer. When my offer of 
£15,000 for the house and ten acres with an option to buy 
another ten within three years was accepted, I went through 
the usual ‘What on earth have I taken on?’ syndrome, but 
soon recovered as I got involved in the redecoration ...1

Soon after buying the house, James Fairfax engaged prominent 
interior designer Leslie Walford (1927-2012) to redecorate the in-
terior of the house. Walford transformed the interiors of homes 
and offices for many of Sydney’s rich and famous, but apparently 
his favourite client was James Fairfax, for whom he redecorated 
Retford Park twice over 35 years.2 In the winter of 1964 James Fair-
fax commissioned artist Donald Friend, whom he had met a few 
years before, to paint murals for the dining room at Retford Park. 
These took about two months to complete, painted on squares of 
Masonite at Fairfax’s Darling Point apartment before installation at 
Retford Park.

Several years later a more ambitious scheme unfolded when a 
swimming pool and pavilion designed by architect Guilford Bell 

were constructed in the grounds, on the site of Lady Fairfax’s cut-
ting garden. James Fairfax met architect Guilford Bell in the mid-
1950s, possibly because Bell designed a house at Point Piper known 
as “Wingadal” for Tony and Mary Hordern at this time (1956, since 
demolished). Both Guilford Bell and James Fairfax knew Donald 
Friend. 

Guilford Marsh Bell (1912-1992) was one of Australia’s most dis-
tinctive and individual twentieth century architects. He was a 
member of a long-established and prominent land-owning fam-
ily in Queensland. He grew up at Kooroomba Station outside  
Boonah, about 85 kilometres south-west of Brisbane. Kooroomba 
was part of Coochin Coochin (said to mean two black swans in the 
Yugarapul language), the 8,094-hectare property owned by Bell’s 

By Roy Lumby

1 James Fairfax, My Regards to Broadway: a memoir (Angus & Robertson, 1991), pp.310-312. June 
Hordern was the widow of Sam Hordern and sold Retford Park to King Ranch (Australia). Terry 
Clune was the son of author Frank Clune and his wife Thelma, an art dealer, painter and sculptor. 
Terry founded the Terry Clune Galleries, which exhibited emerging abstract and modernist artists, 
in 1957.
2“Fortune shone on decorator” at domain.com.au/news/fortune-shone-on-decorator-
20120305-1uc7g/, accessed 25 February 2021.

James Fairfax at Retford Park, 
1988, in the company of his 

Rhodesian Ridgeback Paloma. 
Her son Max is lurking by the 

porte cochere.

The Italianate splendor of Retford Park House, notable for its  
commanding tower and fine porte cochere.

Guilford Bell on Hayman Island (Australian Women’s Weekly,  
7 October 1950)

The swimming pool and garden house shortly after completion in 1969.
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grandparents. It was there he met the English crime writer (Dame) 
Agatha Christie in 1922.

Bell studied architecture at Brisbane Central Technical College while 
serving articles with notable architect Lange Powell. He received 
his Diploma of Architecture in 1935, along with the Queensland In-
stitute of Architects’ Gold Medal. and registered as an architect in 
1936. However, his father sent him to London to continue his train-
ing. Bell worked for Albert Richardson (1880-1964), which may 
well have been a rich and rewarding experience for him - Richard-
son was reputedly a prominent architect, teacher and architectural 
writer, as well as Professor of Architecture at University College 
London, a President of the Royal Academy, editor of the Architects’ 
Journal and founder of the Georgian Group. 

Bell then accompanied archaeologist Max Mallowan, the second 
husband of family friend Agatha Christie, on an expedition to Syria. 
There he worked as a surveyor and architect, and his experiences 
there were to influence his architectural path: “simple masses, 
windows that were doors and never windows, and solid protec-
tive walls that shielded the privacy of the home from the street 
and gave the impression of permanence and aesthetic austerity.”3 
The Mallowans subsequently engaged him to design renovations 
to their Georgian-style 
house in Devonshire. 

Bell became a member 
of the Royal Institute 
of British Architects 
in 1939, returning to 
Australia at the out-
break of World War 
II. He joined the RAAF 
and worked as an ar-
chitect in the North-
ern Territory and New 
Guinea, then in 1946 
registered as an architect in Melbourne where he worked with J A 
La Gerche, Chief Architect to Ansett Transport Industries. Bell’s first 
major project was a tourist resort at Hayman Island for airline own-
er Reg Ansett, which opened for guests in 1950. Some years later 
Bell designed Ansett’s sleekly modern Sydney passenger terminal, 
located in the late 1920s “Sun” Building at 60 Elizabeth Street near 
Martin Place in Sydney (since removed).4 

Bell set up in private practice during 1952. Although responsible for 
several commercial projects, residential work was Bell’s mainstay, 
and he gained a reputation for fine modern work. It was distin-
guished by relentless symmetry and an aesthetic reserve.

The garden house designed for James Fairfax, who was a close 
personal friend,5 marked a turning point in Bell’s career towards 
greater control and refinement. It was one of his favourite works.

Bell appreciated a brief that allowed him great freedom while ful-
filling a few practical requirements:

The brief ... was a mixed accolade, combining the open-end-
ed directive to design anything he liked as long as it featured 
a swimming pool and garden house, with the preliminary 
comment that he could do anything as the site was ‘out of 
sight of the house’. To his own surprise the design took Bell a 
long time; he supposed this was because he felt it should be 
‘quite unusual and special’.6

During an interview Bell remembered what he had said to James 
Fairfax while showing him the design:

Now I have to tell you that I have chosen the most expensive 
materials and the whole design is crazy. Before you look at it, 
I want to tell you that we can do the same thing in brick and 
timber quite inexpensively and it will still be very attractive. 
But it so happens that I have just dreamed it up in marble 
and sandstone and sand-blasted steel. It is probably quite 
immoral.7

This project was perhaps the smallest of Bell’s commissions, yet he 
claimed to have received more favourable comments about it than 
any other project that he had designed.8 It is probably his best-
known building and is considered a pivotal moment in his career.9

The garden house and its attendant pools are situated on a long 
swathe of lawn enclosed on all sides by a two-metre high laurel 
hedge. A formal sandstone path and steps form an approach from 
the eastern side of the main house and extend northwards along-
side one of the hedges bounding the lawn. A break in the hedge 
allows access to an expanse of lawn stretching to a shallow flight 
of sawn sandstone steps that lead down to the sandstone margin 
surrounding three sides of the swimming pool. Beyond the pool is 
the garden house and beyond it is a water garden.

Bell apparently described the garden house as a “garden temple”.10 
It consists of a 12-metre square platform covered with marble over 
which is a flat roofed pavilion, the whole appearing to traverse 
a long body of water made up of the swimming pool and water 

garden. The building is symmetrical in plan, a large open space de-
fined by a small room at each corner of the structure. A small pyra-
midal opalescent-glazed skylight rises above the centre of the roof. 
Shallow terraces on the eastern and western sides of the building 
are partly “enclosed” by a colonnade of six grey steel columns. The 
external walls of the small rooms are faced with sawn sandstone. 

On the north and south elevations they are separated by a single 
fixed window, while on the east and west sides by fully retractable 

sets of black aluminium-framed sliding glazed doors.11 Although 
tall hedges enclose the pools and garden house, they define and 
control views to them and views beyond to open paddocks and 
hills as the site falls away, thus linking the pools and garden house 
to the broader landscape.

The whole group was completed in 1969.

The garden house at Retford Park apparently influenced at least 

3 Philip Goad, “Bell, Guilford” in Philip Goad and Julie Willis (editors), The Encyclopedia of 
Australian Architecture (Cambridge University Press, 2012), p.77; “Albert Richardson” at https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Richardson, accessed 13 August 2021. 
4 “Airline Passenger Terminal”, Architecture in Australia, December 1960. 
5 Sheila Nash, “Patronage and the autonomous architect” in Leon van Schaik (editor), The Life 
Work of Guilford Bell, Architect 1912-1992 (Bookman Transition Publishing, 1999), p.180. 
6 Nash in van Schaik, p.180. 7 Nash in van Schaik, pp.180-181 citing Imrie, p.51. 
8 Anne Imrie (editor), 1952-1980: Architecture of Guilford Bell (Proteus Publishing, 1982), p.50.
9 Philip Goad, “A Very Private Practice: The Life and Work of Guilford Bell” in van Schaik, p.123. 
10 Nash in van Schaik, p.181.

The mural painted by Donald Friend in the dining room of Retford Park.

Donald Friend was commissioned to produce this whimsical 
fountain, which has been placed in the water garden. 

Aerial photograph show-
ing the relationship of the 
pools and garden house to 
Retford Park House.

The swimming pool and garden house in 2018.

Plan of Guilford Bell’s pool and garden house 
complex at Retford Park (Australian Housing in 
the Seventies).

1   Swimming pool

2   Garden house

3   Water garden

Overlooking the 
water garden.
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one other building designed by Guilford Bell. This was the resi-
dence commissioned by master builder William Ernest Seccull, 
whose family’s construction company built a number of prominent 
post-war buildings in Melbourne. Seccull had seen photographs of 
the garden house and wanted a similar building. 

The house was constructed at Brighton in Melbourne around 1972. 
It is considered to be amongst Bell’s finest works.  

The house exemplifies significant characteristics of his design phi-
losophy:

Bell had developed several characteristics that had become 
the hallmarks of his designs, including extreme privacy, 
anonymous street frontages and highly ordered plans. He 
was also influenced by Middle Eastern and classical architec-
ture, and incorporated perimeter walls, ritualized entries and 
courtyards into the designs of his houses.12

According to the National Trust of Australia (Victoria), “Bell himself 
felt that his relationship with the clients, the Secculls, was one of 
the most satisfying of his career, and the result one of his most 
pleasurable works.”13 The house is F-shaped in plan with a flat roof 
design. It consists of a series of courtyards, wide internal corri-
dors and floor-to-ceiling windows and openings. Materials include 
white stucco, black steel and travertine.

Retford Park was by no means Bell’s only commission in NSW. As 
mentioned above, he designed “Wingadal” at Point Piper for Tony 
and Mary Hordern, completed in 1956. The house was very remi-
niscent of Frank Lloyd Wright’s so-called Solar Hemicycle houses, 
which were designed to take advantage of the sun to provide 
light and heat. These houses were a development of his Usonian 
houses, which were intended to be affordable dwellings for people 
of limited means, and were constructed between the mid 1940s 
and the early 1950s. It has been suggested that the three-level 
“Wingadal” overlaid “aspirational formal planning” onto a series 
of “dynamic cantilevering curved balconies”.14 The Rose House at 
Point Piper (1961), which was not far from “Wingadal”, also seems 
to have been inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright, in this case the cel-
ebrated 1930s “Fallingwater” at Mill Run, Pennsylvania.15 It too has 
been demolished.

Bell’s projects in NSW include the following residential commis-
sions. The homestead for Maisie and Russell Drysdale known as 
Bouddi Farm at Killcare Heights, which was completed by 1966. 
The planning of the house is formal and symmetrical, consisting 
of a row of three single storey pavilions, separated by courtyards 
and linked by a continuous gallery at the rear of the pavilions. Two 
smaller pavilions on the other side of the gallery contain spaces 
for cars, storage and other ancillary items. The house is oriented 
towards a spectacular view across waterways and hills. The view 
is framed by posts at the ends of beams projected from under the 
pavilion roofs.16

Around the same time as Bouddi Farm, Bell designed alterations 
to the exisitng nineteenth century homestead at Yulgilbar Station, 
near Grafton. The property was inherited by Sarah Hordern follow-
ing the death of her father Samuel in 1960. Sarah married Baillieu 
Myer, son of Myer department store founder Sidney Myer. In 1968 
a Sydney School style house at Church Point was completed for 
popular entertainer Reg Livermore, and in 1971 a house for art 
critic Sandra McGrath in Fairfax Road, Bellevue Hill. Perhaps the 
best-known of all is the house designed for oil shale pioneer Sir 
Ian McFarlane at Wentworth Road, Vaucluse, which was designed 

11 Howard Tanner, Australian Housing in the Seventies (Ure Smith, 1976), p.29.
12 “Courtyards and corridors: Guilford Bell house put forward for heritage listing” at https://
architectureau.com/articles/seccull-house-guilford-bell/, accessed 7 September 2021.
13 “Seccull House” at http://vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/search/nattrust_result_detail/64577, ac-
cessed 7 September 2021.
14 Goad in van Schaik, pp.114-115. 15 Goad in van Schaik, p.115.

The Seccull House, Brighton, Victoria. “Wingadal” (reproduced in The Life Work of Guilford Bell, Architect 1912-1992).

The Drysdale homestead at Bouddi Farm (reproduced in Cross-section, July 1967).

Interior of the pavilion containing living areas at Bouddi Farm.

Interior of the garden house in 2018, and shortly after completion, below 
(Australian Housing in the Seventies)

Extended beams and posts frame the views to the north of Bouddi Farm.
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in 1972. It is located on an elevated site and is characterised by 
arches that were requested by the client. However, much of its 
fame rests on the fact that it was acquired by casino magnate 
James Packer and his former wife Erica in 2009, and sold in 2015 
after the couple separated.

Unlike Bell’s other buildings, which are privately owned and under 
the potential threat of damaging change or demolition, the garden 
pavilion and its pools are in safe hands. In April 2016 James Fairfax 
gave Retford Park to the National Trust of Australia (NSW). James 
Fairfax died in January 2017 and the National Trust officially took 
over the property during the following August.17

16 “Bouddi Farm, Killcare Heights NSW” at https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/documenting-
nsw-homes/bouddi-farm, accessed 30 August 2021; Cross-section, July 1967
17 “Retford Park” at https://www.nationaltrust.org.au/places/retford-park/, accessed 7 Septem-
ber 2021.

Sectional drawing and perspective sketch of the Myer homestead  
at Yulgibar.

The McFarlane House shortly after completion.

Perspective sketch of the McGrath House at Vaucluse.
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ACE Four  USA, 1920–1927, four cylinder in-line ~1220cc.

Vincent Black Shadow  Great Britain, 1948–1955, two cylinder V-configuration ~1000cc.

Moto Guzzi Otto Cilindri  Italy, 1956–1957, eight cylinder V-configuration ~500cc.

Kawasaki Z1  Japan, 1972–1975, four cylinder in-line ~900cc.

Architect Louis Sullivan coined his famous maxim after ruminat-
ing on the ‘pervading law of all things organic and inorganic’. 

Sullivan’s musings certainly apply to the motorcycle – it’s little 
more than an engine with wheels. And its form has closely fol-
lowed function since the early prototypes of the 1880s.

A fine example is the ACE Four from 1920. It was designed by 
American engineer William Henderson, known for his innova-
tive four-cylinder engines. He paid great attention to aesthetic 
details, and the bike has elegantly flowing lines.

When the ACE business failed in the late 1920s, the Indian com-
pany took it over – beefing up the frame to suit police and mili-
tary riders. It continued as the Indian Four until 1942.

During the interwar era, British manufacturers were constantly 
pushing the performance envelope. Vincent made its name with 
500cc singles and potent 1000cc V-twins, culminating in the 
post-war Black Shadow, which could reach 125 mph (200kmh).

Captivated by its charms, but cognisant of the dangers, novelist 
Hunter S. Thompson observed that ‘...there are not many life 
members of the Vincent Black Shadow Society’. 

In the 1950s, Italian 500cc racing bikes typically had an air-
cooled four-cylinder engine. But Moto Guzzi’s chief engineer, 
Giulio Cesare Carcano, wanted more power. His solution was an 
audacious liquid-cooled V8. 

With eight tiny pistons, its reciprocating parts were lighter than 
a four’s, delivering maximum power at over 12,000 revolutions 
per minute. The brutish machine showed great promise, but the 
factory withdrew from racing before it could be fully developed.

With the popularity of small Japanese bikes in the 1960s, Honda 
and Kawasaki both began secretly developing larger models. 
In 1969, Honda created a sensation with the CB750 Dream, a 
highly capable four-cylinder sports bike. 

Taken by surprise, Kawasaki went back to the drawing board. 
They took their time but returned with a vengeance. The Z1 of 
1972 proved to be formidable on road and racetrack.

In more than a century, the basic form of the motorcycle hasn’t 
changed much. Neither has its function: to enjoy travelling as 
quickly as possible (while arriving in one piece).

Matt Stone
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Printed cotton, c1958

‘Angel Fish’ screen printed fabric, Frances Burke Fabrics Pty Ltd, Australia, 1951.

“Raimoult”design by Robert Stewart for Liberty, 1955, UK Constructivism-inspired textile design, 1950s

IN SERVICE OF  
DOMESTIC BLISS

Advertisment for ties printed on foulards. Manhattan Shirt Co., New York, 1953

Advertisment for Arrow Caribbean Prints on rayon, 1951-1953

The early years of the 1950s decade brought gradual  
economic recovery in Europe and around the world. There 
was a hunger for consumer goods, with one observer re-

marking that ‘’one could sell anything’’. According to Australian 
Bureau of Statistics figures, for example, household spending on 
clothing and drapery almost tripled between 1947 and 1960. More 
women were entering the workforce with, subsequently, more 
funds available to spend on their wardrobe.

Reflecting mass consumer yearning for a peaceful life, and the op-
timism of those years, the most popular textile palette appears to 
be one in bright, vibrant colours. Extensive use of textiles for soft 
furnishings extended the overall mood to domestic interiors.

The latest developments in science and medicine provided textile 
designers with two distinctive sources for their patterns. The first 
one was inspired by the atomic structure of minerals and chemical 
substances. 

The second one was inspired by the organic shapes dominating 
contemporary industrial design. Both of the above trends were 
demonstrated at the Festival of Britain in 1951. The influence of 
the crystal structure in its pure form on textile design, however, 
did not last. Deemed to be too controlled, the idea still provided an 
inspiration for a range of possibilities within its general grid. Pat-
tern design again returned to single repetitive images of geometric 
objects and natural forms.

The range of contemporary textiles shown at the Festival of Brit-
ain inspired British textile designers for years to come. Designed 
mainly to be used for soft furnishings, these innovative fabrics were 
printed on rayon, cotton and linen in bright, sunny hues. Florals, 
leaves and ferns, as well as poodles, human figures and cars were 
the most popular images for dress-making prints. 

A floral-printed cotton dress became “a staple of every middle-
class Englishwoman’s wardrobe” with such artists as Graham 
Sutherland contributing his realistic botanical-themed designs. This 

MODERN TEXTILE PRINTING 1950 – 1960
By Larisa Sarkadi
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reds, yellows and green-grey. The 1950s also saw a somewhat lib-
erating trend in conventional corporate attire. 

The men’s neck ties now allowed a wider range of self-expression 
through positively playful images printed on silk or rayon foulards 
– lightweight soft fabrics.

The use of wet dyes in screen printing became the standard meth-
od of producing quality prints on textiles. Through the 1950s tex-
tile printing still relied on hand-block and silk-screen techniques, 
which were becoming uneconomical and were used for exclusive 
short runs on quality fabrics. 

The economics of production dictated that for a print manufac-
turer to make a profit on a particular design he had to be ‘’assured 
of a sale of a minimum 5,000 to 10,000 yards’’ to justify the cost 
of engraving a copper roller.

In her Melbourne-based workshop Frances Burke continued pro-
ducing innovative furnishing fabrics highly suited to modern  
interiors. Her designs were often inspired by sea-world as well as ‘’Crystals’’ design produced by Francis Burke Fabrics c1959, RMIT archives

Printed cotton dress by Horrockses, 1953

Printed cotton dress, detail, early 1950s

‘’Connection’’. Furnishing fabric designed by SCraven, 1960

Living room display c1955. The curtain is “Macrihanish” by Robert Stewart for Liberty, UK

Roller-print on a spun rayon fabric, c1953

type of printed summer frock was made popular by the design 
house Horrockses and hence bore the company’s name. 

In Britain through the 1950s, enlightened manufacturers such as 
Edinburgh Weavers under the direction of Alastair Morton, and 
David Whitehead & Sons under the direction of Tom Mellor, con-
tinued commissioning artists to produce print designs. The inten-
tion of uniting fine art and textile manufacturing industry was for 
“trade… be enriched, kept fresh and alive”. 

Jacqueline Groag – the Czech emigre, British-based artist - cre-
ated numerous original designs displayed at the Festival of Britain 
(1951-1956). Her fabric designs, such as the ‘’Puppet Ballet” dress 
pattern, proved to be extremely popular on both sides of the Atlan-
tic. Young British designers Colleen Farr and Terence Conran were 
among other innovative textile designers of the 1950s.

The older customers of Liberty & Co, however, after the years of 
wartime privations yearned for familiar, nostalgic fabric designs. 
Astutely, the management of Liberty-owned Merton Abbey print-

works realised that their archival fabric designs could be rejuve-
nated by just updating the colour scheme or upscaling the pattern.

In the 1950s the growth of leisure travel led to the demand for 
tropical-themed printed summer clothing. Soon Caribbean and 
Hawaiian designs became the ubiquitous feature of every contem-
porary resort-wear collection worldwide, continuing the trend into 
the next decade.

The Finnish creative duo Armi and Viljo Ratia, who in 1951 formed 
the design studio Marimekko, could certainly be credited with a 
dramatic advance in textile design. Their furnishing fabrics were 
instantly recognisable by their oversized abstract patterns in vibrant 
colours.

Even though traditional patterns still dominated the market, by the 
late 1950s fashion trends in fabric prints shifted to more stylised, 
abstract images, constructivist-inspired geometric forms, and the 
emerging influence of Pop Art – all of them designed to appeal to 
the younger consumer. The most often used colours were bright 

Curtain, printed cotton, 1950s

Printed bubble nylon, vintage dress, detail, c1950Dress fabric - 1950s

French textiles 1950s
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simple patterns within geometric grids. The fabric runs were print-
ed mostly in a fresh, pared-down palette. 

On the whole, the 1950s were prosperous years for the textile  
industry. However, with more women entering the workforce there 
was less free time available to them for making clothes at home. In 
Australia the end of the decade saw a decline in the local produc-
tion of printed textiles.

References and Sources
A Century of British Fabrics 1850-1950. F Lewis Publ. Ltd, Leigh-on-Sea, England, 
1955.
Heimann, J. (ed). 50s Fashion – Vintage fashion and beauty ads. Taschen, Cologne, 
2007.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foulard
Jackson, L. Revolutionary Fabrics and Furniture 1957-1980. Woodbridge, Suffolk UK, 
2009.
Maynard, M. Out of Line: Australian Women and Style. UNSW Press, Sydney, 2001.
Parry, L. et al. British Textiles 1700 to the Present. V & A Publications, London, 2010.
Poli, DD. Twentieth Century Fabrics: European and American Designs and Manufactur-
ers. Scira, Milan, 2007.
Rayner, G., Chamberlain, R., Stapleton A. Textile and Pattern Design: Wiener Werk-
statte to American Modern. Woodbridge, Suffolk UK, 2009.
Wood, M. Liberty Style. Frances Lincoln Ltd Publishers, London, 2014.

‘’Puppet Ballet’’. Printed cotton dress fabric designed by Jacqueline Groag, printed by Associated 
American Artists. 1953

Selection of 1950s cotton fabrics

Scarf with the map of Sydney, unknown Australian manufacturer,rayon, 1950s
Publication design by Khim Stone
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A D V E R T O R I A L

In November 2020, the NSW Government began a formal consultation process 
regarding the vexed issue of whether the present stamp duty regime should 
continue or be overhauled by a universal land tax system. Seven months later, 
a progress paper has been issued to encourage further discussion and outline in 
greater detail the NSW Government’s proposal.  The progress paper and other 
reports and commentary are explored below

June 2021 NSW Government Property Tax Proposal - Progress Paper1

The introduction to this paper includes the premise that the removal of stamp 
duty would reduce the cost of home ownership for first home owners, because 
despite first home owner stamp duty concessions, about a third pay full stamp 
duty on purchase.  However, is that premise correct?  Would the removal of 
stamp duty instead lead to prices being bid up to near the previous stamp duty 
inclusive amount?  Are house prices simply driven by finance availability?

Whilst the Progress Paper does not directly address this question, it does point to 
other expert reports which provide other useful insights.  

The Henry Review Final Report2

The Final Report of the Henry Review, for example, at pages 48 – 50, highlights 
the fact that the imposition of stamp duty gives rise to significant transactional 
friction, because the nature of the impost is such that it operates as a transaction 
tax.  

Despite this argument, and the logical conclusion that flows from that argument 
(which is that a taxing alternative needs to be found which is less distortive of 
normal unfettered buying and selling behaviour and less restrictive of the free 
movement of the populace for work and other reasons), the final report at page 
48, whilst exhorting policy makers to apply land tax in principle to all land, still 
advocates for a tax free threshold. I would have thought that a truly universal 
land tax, applying to all land without threshold, would be simpler to implement.

As to the issue of housing affordability, the final report makes the point at 
pages 49 and 50 that this is, to a significant extent, a supply rather than a tax 
issue.  The final report thus advocates a national review of zoning, planning and 
development approval policies and infrastructure charges.  Unfortunately, there 
does not appear to be any significant push for such a review coming from any 
quarter.

Stamp Duty Advocate Noel Whitaker3

Advocates of the status quo, such as Noel Whittaker from  the Canberra Times, 
argues that land tax has its own problems, amongst then being that it is typically 
un-indexed, leading to an increasing land tax bill as the land value rises.  Some 
may respond that this is indeed the idea, in that if the land value increases 
faster than the overall rate of inflation despite the fact that nothing is done to 
the land itself, that excess is unearned income.  Mr Whittaker argues that a 
steadily increasing land tax burden would be particularly hard on retirees.  Land 
tax purists on the other hand would argue that this would encourage retirees to 
downsize, releasing a property more suitable to a younger generation and thus 
promoting efficient land use.  

Mr Whittaker also argues that removal of the stamp duty impost would provide a 
“free kick” to property speculators as without stamp duty they would likely pay 
nothing at all to hold the land as they would likely hold the land for less than 
a year.  I find it interesting that the Progress Paper does not raise the prospect 
of imposing land tax more frequently than annually.  With the conveyance of 
real estate becoming increasingly digitised, I would have thought it simple to 
introduce monthly billing, given that the introduction of a universal land tax 
regime would lead to land tax billing being as ubiquitous as mobile phone billing 
and most likely amenable to the same payment approach

2017 AHUIRI Report4 

Dealing with the issue of housing affordability,  this report at page 83 argues 
that by increasing the efficiency of the property tax system it will be easier for 
property owners to move to housing which is appropriate to their current needs.  
This will improve the utilisation of available housing stock and therefore relieve 
supply issues for any given level of available housing stock.  Given that the Henry 
review identified supply as a significant factor affecting housing affordability, it 
appears logical that the careful implementation of a universal land tax system 
should bring improvements to overall housing affordability.

Conclusions

On the face of it, the NSW Government’s progress paper’s assertion that 
a universal land tax system improves housing affordability seems to beg the 
inevitable question as to why that might be so.  However, the expert reports it 
points to appear to answer that question in that in principle, a universal land tax 
system would improve availability of suitable housing by enabling mobility of 
users of housing such that any given available housing stock would be better 
used and therefore such stock of housing would probably end up housing more 
people, and in a fashion more suitable to the inhabitant.

The acknowledged difficulty in implementing this reform is to do so in such a 
way as to not impose significant unintended consequences.  

A number of essential features appear to come out of that acknowledgment and 
the above discussion, namely:-

1. any change from stamp duty to a universal land tax system will take 
at least a generation to implement (and the democratic “opt-in” 
approach advocated by the NSW Government appears to be relatively 
enlightened in this respect);

2. it appears to be important to impose the land tax more often than 
annually in order to have the tax apply equally to all land users, for 
example unproductive land speculators; and

3. the land tax should be a final tax, in that it should not be income 
tax deductible, so that it has the same monetary effect and therefore 
behavioural impact on all land users.

Would the implementation of a universal land tax in NSW improve  
housing affordability in that state or convey other benefits?

1 NSW Property Tax Proposal – Progress Paper for June 2021, NSW Government pp 8-22; 2Australia’s future tax system – Report to the Treasurer December 2009 – Part One Overview pp 48-50; 3 Discussions about replacing stamp duty with 
land tax are reignited – Noel Whittaker, Canberra Times, 25 June 2021; 4 2017 AHUIRI Report
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