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This session will discuss themes and lessons in the urban history of Newcastle.

_____________________________________________________

Questions

This brief survey of Newcastle’s history will raise many questions, some of which we could explore in later sessions.  Here are some questions that I think must be addressed if we are to develop a fuller understanding of our city.  Bear them in mind as we explore our city’s history today—and urban design, green spaces, and Newcastle futures in the three subsequent sessions.

The key question

Why is Newcastle like it is?

Which of course raises the question: What is it like?  What do you think?

Breaking these two big questions into a few more manageable ones might help:

Governance

How—and how well—has Newcastle been governed?  How might it be better governed in future?  (Governance here includes political representation and administration at local, state and federal levels.)

Economy

What are the key themes in Newcastle’s economic history?  How might we learn from this history? [The people who made the city: Raban on Boeing. Essington Lewis here]

Society and culture

Taking ‘culture’ to mean the whole way of life of a people, their material life as well as their values and mores, what are some of the arresting features of Novacastrian society and culture, now and in the past? 

Environment

What are some of the striking characteristics of the relationship of Novacastrians and the natural environment? How well do we live in and with the environment?

Stories

Man, Salaman Rushdie said in February 2009, is a storytelling animal.  He was speaking on the twentieth anniversary of the fatwah declared on him by Ayatollah Khomeni.  While I have not read the book that triggered the death sentence, knowing Rushdie’s work, I imagine that his story satirised Islam in some way, undermining its claim to be the story—the single story, the received truth. As Rushdie pointed out in this anniversary talk, free societies allow—no, they require—many stories.  Totalitarian societies on the other hand mandate a single story, and those who challenge it are punished.  (Rushdie 2009)

Keeping this idea of multiple stories in mind can help us as we approach our study of urban history, planning and design.  I will begin today with a survey of Newcastle history.  As you listen to it, bear in mind that this is a story I have constructed from my reading and thinking.  I have tried to tell a straightforward factual story, to provide a basis for further exploration into what made our city and what it might become in the future.  As we go on exploring we will encounter many stories.  Some of these stories will challenge and contradict other stories, and some of our assumptions about our city.  This is how we learn: by opening our minds up to other stories. 

Indigenous city
There were, of course, people here before us.  Their memories are shadows.  We do not see them, or know them.  Listen to what they sing us, tell us, across the years:

PP 1 

Kilaben Bay song

	Ela! Ngorokan-ta-killi-bin-bin katan

Pannal-la bulliko kul-kulin

Tokoi-ro oowalin

Kore-laa ngarabin

Wonnai-baran korien korun yikora

Ngu-koong-baran kullai tirriki kotillin

Tibbin-tara wiyalin

Boot-ikiang korien berekabin yikora

Kolbee kio-yoong koba kowaul

Kore-baran koroong kolang oowalin

Ngu-koong baran bahto boa-malin

Wonnai baran koppiri yantin kaiballin

Ngu-koong bahto boa-mah

Kore baran tura makero-lo mankullan

Kuri yantin takillin

Katan ta-ba koi-yoong wi wi


	Hail1 Dawn is shining glory doing

The sun shining (blazing with warmth)

Night moving

Man stirring

Children restless

Women fire-wood thinking

Birds singing

Animals awakening (sleeping not)

Camp noise grows

Men bush towards moving

Women water gathering

Children they hungry, all shouting

Women water collected

Men spear fish, return

People all eating

Camp quiet again




(Translation by Perce Haslam in Murray 1986, 36-37)

Reading recently a history of Connemara, the Irish peninsula that stretches west of Galway city, I was struck by how the Gaelic place names speak of topography, history, myth — Mam Ean, the pass of birds; Binn Dhubh, black peak…370; Mam na Gaoithe, the gap of the wind…369; Muing na Fola, the swamp of the blood…254, so named after the practice of bleeding cattle who bloated after feeding on this ‘overgrown patch of bog’; Cnoc Lios Uachtair, the hill of the upper lios, a lios being an ancient mound or ring fort, of the sort often regarded as a fairy dwelling….p387.). 

Here in Newcastle most of our suburbs and streets are named for forgotten—usually British—places and people.  At best we might in our travels see the original place and make the connection.  As Susan Marsden notes in her bicentennial Newcastle: A Brief History:

Newcastle is distinctly Australian but from first settlement it was represented as a British place reproduced in NSW.  It was named for the English coal port of Newcastle-on-Tyne.  Street names honour famous British engineers (Watt, Bolton, Newcomen), officials (Hunter) sent to rule this remote corner of the Empire, and Australian Agricultural Company men (Darby, Laman, Merewether)…For 160 years most new settlers were either British or Irish, who reproduced many other place names from home [including many from around our namesake, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, for example, Gateshead, Hexham, Sandgate, Wallsend, Jesmond, Heaton and Killingworth
.]. (Marsden 2004 25)

I was interested then to find John Maynard’s Awabakal Word Finder and Dreaming Stories Companion and to learn indigenous place names that we still use, usually without understanding their meaning. 

PP 3 Awbakal Place Names    
Coquon—kokoin, water (Hunter River)

Mulubinba—place of sea ferns (the mouth of the Coquon, Newcastle)

Onebygamba—mud crab place (Carrington)

Derrigarbah—flower on the sand (Wickham)

Kahibah—place of competitive hunting and racing games

Buttaba—hill overlooking water or lake (Belmont Heights)

Ahwartah-bulboongba—flat it is; wallaby place (Hamilton)

Awaba—a plain flat surface (Lake Macquarie)

Biddabah—silent resting place (Warners Bay)

Eleebana—peaceful or quiet place

Terralba—place where the edible bush grows

Boolaroo—place of flies

Booragul—warm place, summer place

Killibin bin—bright, shining (Kilaben Bay)

Gorokan—dawn, morning light
(Maynard 2004, 43-44)

Indigenous place names reflect natural features or are functional in some other way; many notable places have stories attached to them.  Buttaba (Belmont) lagoon is a case in point.  

A long time ago the moon, known as man called Pontoe-Boong, became increasingly jealous of the sun woman, Punnal.  The moon grew sick and tired of having to make his long journey across the sky in darkness, his discontent heightened by the fact that is was only on rare occasions that the mortal Aboriginal people could look into the night sky and see the fullness of his shining face.  In comparison, Punnai, the sun’s glowing face, was open to the world’s admiration every day (except when Yura the cloud spirit was making rain.)  

Pontoe-Boong, saddened by this, withdrew into total darkness.  Deep in meditation he began to cry and his tears began to fall day after day, and at length his tears formed a large lagoon.  Next time he came close to the earth, the sad, lonely moon called out to the wise men among the Aboriginal people on the Redhead hills: ‘Don’t be afraid; I’ve come to bring joy!’  Pontoe-Boong saw his reflection in the water of the lagoon, it was huge and silver in the lagoon of his tears.  ‘Ha’, he cried, ‘now the people will able to see me whenever they like.’  He was overjoyed and at peace.

Pontoe-Boong, at once now happy, returned to the sky, but he never forgot his people of the lagoon. When he passed their way he shone his brightest, lighting the area almost like day.  At these times the Awabakal clans would gather and hold a corroboree at the lagoon to honour Pontoe-Boong, the moon man.  This place would  always remain sacred to their hearts until the earth and sky were again one.  (Maynard 2004, 49-50)

Because of the contemptuous attitude of most early colonials towards indigenous people, and the devastating impact of colonisation, we know little about Awabakal culture.  But we do know enough to understand they led a life here in Mulubinba that we might envy.  They had abundant local food, plenty of space for each family—and no concerns about traffic, garbage disposal, street crime, pub violence or climate change.

What we know about Awabakal life is due to a few early colonial officials and missionaries, and especially to Biraban, an Awabakal man who passed on his knowledge to L.E. Threlkeld who established a mission in the 1820’s on the site where the Gunyah Hotel now stands at Belmont overlooking Lake Macquarie. Thelkeld recorded the Awabakal language, leaving us what Maynard thinks is the richest reservoir of Australian east coast Aboriginal language. 150 years later Biraban and Threlkeld’s work was augmented by other scholars, most notably the Newcastle journalist Percy Haslam.   (ibid 6-8)  

Surveying Newcastle in 1801, Lieutenant-Colonel Paterson saw oyster shells stretching for miles along the harbour beaches, four feet deep in some places, their quantity beyond conception. (O’Donnell, 9)  This of course is evidence of long Indigenous occupation of the area.  In the city’s official bicentennial history Marsden (2004) notes 

evidence of ceremonial stone arrangements, bora grounds, carved trees and burial sites, as well as shelters, open campsites, wells, fish traps, abraded grooves, quarries and middens.  Stone scraping and cutting implements have been quarried from cliffs at Nobbys, Merewether and Glenrock.  In 1915 a burial site was discovered in Hunter Street and as many as one hundred campsites line the coast, marked by middens of shell, bone, implements and waste flakes.  A major campsite was located on the foreshore next to the harbour, later the site of a convict lumber yard, where stone artefacts dating back thousands of years have been recovered.  Honeysuckle was one of the sites where Aboriginal corroborees were performed and large middens are evident at that site and at Wickham, Carrington and Port Waratah. (3-4)

Coastal Aboriginals lived well. The Awabakal and nearby Worimi people for at least 8,000 years

ate freshwater shellfish, whales, bandicoots, possums, wallabies and kangaroos and emus…They harvested this abundant food supply through activities that included fishing, diving for lobsters, gathering shellfish, hunting and harvesting roots and fruit.  Nineteenth century writers described the Awabakal as tall and healthy… (ibid 4)

PP 4 The Indigenous City—The elephant in the room   

(Turner 1997, 2: Lycett watercolour, 1812 )

Colonisation quickly laid waste to Awbakal society.  In evidence to an 1846 parliamentary select committee the Anglican Minister CPN Wilton reported that in his district there were only 20 Indigenous men, 2 boys, 5 women and 2 girls.  There were no children under 11 years of age and four of the five adult females were old and infirm. Within the past decade the number of Awabakal people had halved, Biraben testifying a few days before his own death that his people were dying off like sheep.

Wilton attributed this population decline to 

Drunkenness, debauchery and disease, especially among the females, induced by their connexion with the white population and by the introduction of small pox and measles a few years ago..

He noted the Awabakal food sources were greatly diminished.  Emu, kangaroo, wallaby and possum had almost disappeared.  The sole remaining abundant animal foods were fish and konjevoi.  Few native vegetables and fruits were still available, only the roots of kokobai (a yam), a flour ground from macrozamia seeds, banksia and grass tree honey, and the fruit of the coastal pigface. 

Wilton spoke positively of three Aboriginals in regular employment in Newcastle.  But, he said, most Indigenous people could only obtain casual labour, about the house, running errands or harvesting and burning off on nearby farms. Generally they work for their food, and any old clothing. (O’Donnell op. cit. 35-36)

Colonial city

Any city’s destiny is partly shaped by its topography.  Explorers floating over Newcastle in a balloon in 1788 would have seen a river running into the sea, flat land stretching out from the river mouth to wooded ridges to the south and west.  The land around the river—now the inner-city suburbs of Carrington, Wickham and Stockton—was—and still is of course— 30 feet or less above sea level, subject to flooding and mosquitoes.  Even areas well back from the river—now suburbs like Hamilton & Merewether—were at white settlement low lying swamp, expensive to reclaim and permanently in danger of inundation.  The broad river mouth promised a good harbour, but estuarine silting has been a perennial and expensive problem. (Docherty 1ff)

Two other physical factors have shaped Newcastle even more than its topography: its proximity to Sydney and to coal.  Both factors were integral to the founding of Newcastle.  In the 1790’s the colonial government needed somewhere to send hard-case convicts.  Newcastle, only a hundred miles away but cut off from Sydney by bush and water, was ideal.  The early discovery of coal confirmed Newcastle’s value.   Sailing into the Hunter River estuary in 1797 in search of escaped convicts, Lieutenant John Shortland found coal on the Nobby’s foreshore.  Soon Sydney based boats were collecting coal and cedar along what was by then known as Coal River. (Goold, Birth 6ff)    

An abortive attempt to set up a penal colony in Newcastle in 1801 was followed by its successful establishment in 1804.  By 1814 there were 1000 convicts in Newcastle mining coal, evaporating swamp water to make salt, and cutting timber and burning shells for building lime for Sydney’s construction. (Marsden 9)  

The harshness of the convict regime in early Australia is well documented
.  A quick scan of colonial documents gives the flavour of convict life in Newcastle: dawn to dusk labour; dormitories of two dozen four feet three inch by six feet cribs, three to a crib; roll call at least four times daily; cramped and dangerous working conditions in mines and lime kilns; contaminated food (O’Donnell 10-13, 16-17, 20-23).  But the system worked for the colonial authorities: it cleared Britain and Ireland of undesirables.  And convict labour built the early colony. 

In these early days Newcastle was a compact settlement at the river mouth, designed to contain convicts and their gaolers—see 

PP 5  —Brown’s map of Newcastle (1810-12) (O’Donnell, 16)

PP 6  —Lycett’s (1819-21) drawing/painting (O’Donnell, 18)
PP 7  —Meehan’s plan (1818) (Turner 1980, 21)

PP 8  — Dangar’s  plan 1828    —O’Donnell 29

.

By 1819 Newcastle’s days as a convict settlement were numbered. Governor Macquarie saw Port Macquarie as a preferable place of Banishment for recidivist convicts, who were now able to more easily escape Newcastle and find their way back to Sydney.  The Port Macquarie hinterland had the further advantage of fertile soil and abundant timber, the Supplies [of timber] from Newcastle having become very difficult to procure, owing to the Forests being nearly exhausted. (O’Donnell op. cit. 19) 

But coal was still king in King’s Town, so named by the settlement’s first commandant, Lieutenant Charles Menzies, despite Governor King having earlier named it Newcastle, and the county Northumberland, these names having some analogy to those places in England. (O’Donnell op.cit. 13) Australia’s first export was Newcastle coal shipped to Bengal in 1799. Over the next thirty years 50,000 tonnes of coal were exported from Newcastle.  The colonial government handed its coal monopoly over to the newly formed Australian Agricultural Company in 1828.  Nineteen years later new mining companies including J.&A. Brown (?), Newcastle Wallsend, Scottish Australian Waratah and New Lambton were allowed into the industry.  (ibid 14-15; D. 8)

Yet Newcastle grew slowly.  As Marsden notes

Newcastle was a meagre place in the 1820’s and the end of the convict assignment system in 1838 and Australia’s gold rush of 1851-52 brought a labour crisis prompting the recruitment of British immigrant workers.  The expanding coal trade brought crowds of ships, drew thousands of immigrants and employed rising numbers of miners and waterside workers.  The most dramatic population rise was in 1856-91 from around 1,500 to almost 50,000, boosted by assisted immigration. (Marsden op. cit. 25)

The villages that grew up around the Newcastle mines created an urban layout that still exists today. In 1829 the AA company was given 809 ha covering most of the modern inner city. Similar townships followed: Merewether (mid-1830’s), Hamilton (1849), Wallsend (1859), Lambton (1860), New Lambton (1868), Adamstown (1868).  (D. 8) For many years these settlements comprised collections of huts surrounded by bush. Even today there are significant belts of bush in and between suburbs, most of them formerly mine sites.  Another legacy of the scattered mining villages was that the large land area has made for a low population density.  Public transport is still only viable if it is either subsidised or expensive for customers.  Yet another effect of mining was that by 1900 five mining companies owned nearly half the area of Newcastle.  A few families like the Mitchells and Merewethers owned much of the remaining land. (D. 13-14)  

Mining also shaped Newcastle’s population composition. Mining companies and the colonial government recruited immigrants from Welsh and English mining areas.  The 1891 census found the Welsh were six times more common in Newcastle than in the rest of NSW.  Welsh Baptists built their first Newcastle church in Merewether in 1865 and were still conducting services in Welsh in the 1930’s.  Primitive Methodism was also strong in Newcastle, reflecting immigration from the English coalmining regions of Durham, Northumberland and Staffordshire.  (Docherty 14-16)

Mining also shaped Newcastle’s civic culture. Mining was hard and dangerous; mine owners were (and still are) determined to exploit miners’ labour to the maximum.  These conditions bred a strongly collectivist approach to work and life (D. 16) in miners. Miners struck for the first time in 1850 and formed a union in 1860.  Feeling the need for direct political representation, miners and other unionists formed the Political Labour League in 1891, which became the ALP in 1917.  The militancy of the early union movement peaked in the early 20th century, with formation of local branches of the Industrial Workers of the World, the Socialist Labor Party (1917) and the Communist Party (1920).  Since then the Newcastle electorate has adhered to a more reformist brand of Laborism, and occasionally when feeling let down by Labor has voted for independent or conservative politicians.  (Ibid 16-20)

Newcastle working class collectivism has also forged a strong tradition of self-help. Friendly Societies developed from the mid 19th century, mainly to provide medical and funeral benefits.  Miners’ lodges hired doctors to treat members, funded by pay deductions. In 1884 miners set up a fund to build and staff Wallsend Hospital which opened ten years later.  Steel workers followed suit, providing one-third of the revenue of Newcastle District Hospital in 1924.  (Ibid 20)

Worker home ownership was another form of self-help, especially for miners, traditionally vulnerable to eviction by mine owner landlords.  By 1901 72 per cent of New Lambton homes were owner-occupied.  Consumer cooperatives were yet another form of mutual aid that flourished in Newcastle mining villages in the late 19th Century (and in the Maitland-Cessnock coalfields in the early 20th Century: see Metcalfe 1988).  Many of these cooperatives were short-lived but they established the cooperative idea, which was to persist in the bigger 20th century consumer cooperatives. (Ibid 20-21)

Industrial city

Docherty (21) gives this Dickensian description of Newcastle at Federation in 1901:

[A] hazy atmosphere…ringed the city. Black smoke rose from small factory smoke stacks, the funnels of locomotives, trams, ships and house chimneys…[There was a] persistent aroma of human waste, for the city lacked a sewerage system; in most areas nightsoil was buried in the backyard.  Away from the tramline…moving about in townships [was] difficult and confusing; roads were rough, footpaths were rare, many streets had no signposts and houses often lacked numbers.  Beyond the inner area nearly all the houses were wooden, and domestic piped water [rarely] available…Night travel was also hard.  Most streets were dimly lit by gas and in three townships, Lambton, New Lambton and Merewether, there was no…street lighting…

Two out of five Novacastrians were under fifteen years of age; thirty per cent of deaths were children less than a year old.  Food was in short supply; there were many underweight children.  ‘Houses were typically small, overcrowded and lacking in such basic amenities as bathrooms.’  Drought and economic depression in the 1890’s  increased poverty in the city. In the early 1900’s mining companies moving to richer coalfields around Maitland and Cessnock compounded Newcastle’s difficulties.  Thousands of Newcastle workers and their families moved to the new mines.  (Ibid 23-28).   The city seemed in terminal decline.

PP 9—Photo of West Wallsend Colliery 1900, Docherty 29

A nation-building state government revived the city.  In the three years 1911-1914 the McGowen Labor government spent as much on public works as non-Labor governments had spent in the previous decade.  The new government, elected as drought ended and the international economy revived, borrowed on the British money market and invested in railways, tramways, harbours and water and sewage systems.  These public works employed thousands of workers.  The government also improved Newcastle’s health system, authorising a new hospital board and opening the city’s first baby health clinic in 1914. (Ibid 30-31)

The McGowen government’s most lasting impact on Newcastle was its facilitation of the establishment of a steelworks.  McGowen had originally intended setting up a state-owned works.  When this turned out to be expensive, the government quietly dropped the idea of a state-owned enterprise and encouraged BHP, which was seeking government assistance to establish a steelworks on land in Waratah and Mayfield it had bought and leased a decade before. After internal Labor Party debate and disputes between company and government over payment for the steelworks site, construction began in 1913.
   The steelworks produced its first steel rail on April 24 1915, the day before the allied invasion of Gallipoli.  (Ibid 34-36)

By 1919 the steelworks and the state dockyard (opened in 1912) employed between them 7,300 people.  The steelworks benefited from World War 1, which also helped existing Newcastle metals firms like Goninan and Morison and Bearby, and attracted new enterprises like Commonwealth Steel, Ryland Bros and Lysaghts. (Ibid 36, 38).

But the prosperity created by World War 1 soon gave way to economic downturn, culminating in the long depression of the 1930’s.  The wartime expansion of the steel and shipbuilding industries spawned post-war excess capacity and fierce international competition for markets.  The Newcastle dockyard launched its last large ships in 1921 and closed in 1933.  BHP dismissed more than half its workforce in December 1921 and filled back orders in the first half of 1922.  Then it closed the steelworks and using a skeleton staff of 900 updated them.  BHP reopened the steelworks in March 1923 with a smaller workforce working longer hours on reduced wages.  It also negotiated lower coal prices.  These changes doubled worker productivity by the end of the 1920’s.  (Ibid 39-40).

The Newcastle economy gradually revived in the late 1930’s but did not properly recover until World War II created a demand for steel, armaments and munitions.  Peacetime brought a few new industries to Newcastle, the most notable of which were the Courtaulds rayon plant at Tomago in 1949 and the fertilizer plants on the new Kooragang industrial estate in the 1970’s. But Docherty, writing in 1983, concluded that post-war Newcastle again failed to develop a broad industrial base.  Industrial growth since 1945 had been sluggish, Docherty found, mirroring the expansion of the domestic market up to the mid-1960’s and then lagging behind it.  Recession in the mid-1970’s damaged the steel industry and crippled the state dockyard, which had reopened during the war.  Major enterprises left Newcastle: Courtaulds, Lysaghts, part of Commonwealth Steel, Peters’ Ice Cream, Smith’s Chips, and large engineering and brick making firms.  The state dockyard closed in 1987.  Tubemakers and BHP substantially reduced production, the latter finally closing down its steel mill and exiting Newcastle in 1999.  (Ibid 43-46; Marsden op.cit. 33-36)

Suburban city

In the twentieth century Newcastle changed from a series of separate mining settlements into interlinked and spreading suburbia.  As we have seen, the transformation began with the sudden exodus of labour to the Cessnock-Maitland coalfields in the first decade of the century and accelerated with the industrialisation of Newcastle in subsequent decades.  

At the beginning of the twentieth century much of the city’s land was in a few hands. 

PP 10 &11    — Land ownership 1900 (Docherty, 77-78

The Sydney-based Newcastle Wallsend Coal Company owned the biggest single parcel of Newcastle land at Wallsend and Cardiff.  The Waratah Coal Company, also based in Sydney, owned six parcels of land in Newcastle and around Lake Macquarie.  The London-based Australian Agricultural Company owned Hamilton, much of the city’s inner-west and much of Mayfield, Shortland and Birmingham Gardens.  The London-based Scottish Australian Mining Company owned New Lambton, Kotara and part of Lambton. Five families and the Church of England held ten per cent of Newcastle land.  The Merewether estate, the largest private holding, took in all Merewether municipality and land south of it in what is now Glenrock Conservation Area.  Other notable family estates were those of the Dangar family (Wickham and Mayfield), Alexander Brown (Broadmeadow and Mayfield) and Quigley (Stockton and Booragul). 13 per cent of Newcastle municipality was Crown land; the biggest holdings were the Newcastle Pasturage Reserve straddling Adamstown, Lambton and New Lambton, most of Carrington and Stockton, two parcels in the CBD and the botanical reserve in Mayfield, later obtained by BHP. (Ibid 77-78) 

Until 1910 these few owners only released small parcels of land and Newcastle remained a collection of discrete mining settlements.

The twenty years between 1910 and 1930 transformed the city, establishing its modern spatial pattern and social geography.  In these crucial decades long withheld land was released for sale and the city’s housing stock doubled.   New suburbs emerged: Mayfield, Waratah, New Lambton, Stockton and Merewether in the inner-city; Birmingham Gardens, Kotara and Cardiff in the city’s west; Boolaroo, Teralba, Speers Point, Booragul Toronto and Wangi Wangi on the western shore of Lake Macquarie; Charlestown, Kahiba and Belmont on the eastern side of the Lake. (Ibid 83)

While land sales in these suburbs established the city’s modern layout, development was diverse and uneven.  The suburbs that grew quickest were those that were closest to work (Mayfield and other inner city suburbs) and/or public transport (Cardiff for example) and were designed for particular groups (most notably Hamilton). Suburbs that lacked one or more of these features, such as North Stockton, Birmingham Gardens, Kotara and Charlestown grew slowly during this period and only expanded after World War II.  

In these years there were three main forms of suburban development: subdivision around donated parkland; estates designed for particular social groups; and conventional subdivisions.  

Owners usually released less desirable land for parks as incentive for people to buy into their subdivisions. The Dangar family, for example, created the park that bears its name as the focus of its 1911 “Dangarville” subdivision.  In 1910 the AA Company turned over a then remote parcel of land in Hamilton for Learmonth Park, again as the centre of a subdivision.  National Park was formed from swampy land ceded by the AA Company to Newcastle Council, which then had to spend £20,000 on filling the land.  Lambton Council established Jesmond Park on swampy land donated by the Scottish Australian Mining Company. Again the company’s motive was to enhance the value of a nearby residential subdivision.  

The government also at times took this approach when selling Crown land.  Adamstown Park, Myers Park and District Park are all on low-lying land in the former Pasturage Reserve, and all are in residential subdivisions.  (Ibid 83-84)

PP 12   — Newcastle Parks, 1910—1924 (Docherty, 83-84)

	Suburb and Park
	UBD Reference (Edition) 

	Mayfield 1910-11—Dangar Park
	UBD 133 C10        AA Co

	Hamilton 1910—Learmonth Park)
	UBD 145 B3, D7—AA Co

	Newcastle West 1913 —National Park 
	UBD 1 E9 —AA Co

	Jesmond 1924—Jesmond Park
	UBD 131 P13—Scot Aust Mining Co

	Adamstown— Adamstown Park
	UBD 144 N8—Pasturage Reserve

	— Myers Park
	UBD 144 N7 N8—Pasturage Reserve

	—District Park 
	UBD 144 L3 N8—Pasturage Reserve


Subdivisions designed for particular social groups were a second form of  inter-war suburban development.  The most successful of these was the Hamilton Garden Suburb begun in 1912.  This was a modified form of a concept the English architect Ebenezer Howard developed at the turn of the century.  Howard advocated self-sufficient communities with broad curved streets, low-density housing and plentiful parks, each New Town separated from the other by green belts.  (Howard 1898)  The Hamilton South subdivision, designed for the prosperous middle class, comprised substantial Federation and Californian—mainly brick—bungalows. It was—and still is—successful and is now the only substantial heritage-protected precinct in Newcastle.  (D. 85-86)

Less successful were planned garden suburbs at Stockton North and Birmingham Gardens.  The former was designed for workers at the State Dockyard and failed because that enterprise never took off.  The latter was a garden suburb in name only: the developer provided only a small amount of green space, the site of the current Harold Myers Park.  Only a hundred blocks had been built on by 1940; Birmingham Gardens only grew after World War II.  (Ibid 87-88)

PP 13   — Mayfield Subdivision 1912: Convenient for workers (Docherty, 87) 

Other major Newcastle subdivisions between the wars were in New Lambton, Kotara,  Cardiff, Toronto and Wangi Wangi, Belmont North and Kahibah.  These had varied success.  Cardiff, with its good rail connection to Newcastle, was immediately attractive to steel workers, and to rail workers after the railway construction workshops moved there in the late 1920’s.  Commuting between Wangi Wangi and the city on the other hand involved a ferry to Toronto and then a train journey.  For this reason the area grew slowly; by the early 1940’s only about a third of its subdivision had been developed.  (Ibid 88-98).

PP 14   — Kotara Subdivision 1925: Designed for all classes (Docherty, 76, 88, 90*) 
       Larger allotments on north side of railway to cater for better-off buyers.
Since 1945 Newcastle’s growth has followed the pattern laid out between the wars.  Suburbs have continued to grow and spread south and west. But there have been significant changes over the past six decades.  I will mention three of these here and examine them more closely in subsequent sessions.  

First, the automobile has had a profound impact on city life.  The car is now by far the dominant mode of transport.  This has had several effects.  Patronage of public transport has radically declined, compounding the difficulty of sustaining a viable public transport system in what was already a difficult situation (a relatively small number of users in a large area).  The car has also transformed shopping.  Large shopping malls dominated by retail chains have largely replaced neighbourhood shopping centres. Shopping has become a major recreation. Paradoxically shopping is now a less sociable, less convenient and more stressful activity. The car also contributes to the individualisation and privatisation of society.  Stressed drivers become discourteous and dangerous.  Driving to and from your car’s house—the garage or carport—is very different to walking down the street from the bus or train and passing the time of day with your neighbours. The car also damages the environment, increasing air and noise pollution and contributing to global warming.

A second post-war change has been that houses have become progressively larger, less attractive and more damaging to the environment. Structurally sound older houses are demolished and replaced by huge residential cubes that fill their building blocks.  Streets fill with Kath and Kim houses that shriek Look at moi! Look at moi! and bear no relation to one another.  Sense of neighbourhood and history are lost.
 

Third, the city is becoming progressively both denser and more extensive.  A walk through any Newcastle suburb now reveals a surprising number of apartments, townhouses and additional dwellings on existing building blocks. Large subdivisions proliferate south, west and north of the city.  Newcastle suburbs have now met the southward sprawl of Maitland, and the southward spread of Newcastle is connecting with northern Central Coast suburbs.  Before long the Sydney megacity (Davis 2007 2ff) will stretch from Nowra to Nelson Bay.

Planned city

The idea of planning cities has been around at least since ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece (Mumford 1961 190ff; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_planning). Australian urban planning emerged from 1890, promoted by middle class reformers disturbed by the impact of rapid growth on urban aesthetics and living conditions (Sandercok 5; 49-70, especially 67-69).  These reformers saw planning as a technical rather than a political activity.  They saw themselves as experts improving city life by making rational reforms.  As we will see, this conception of town planning has had profound effects on Newcastle and other cities.  

The initial attempt at planning Newcastle was a reaction the proliferation of municipal councils in the late 19th century.  By 1890 there were a dozen councils within the present Newcastle City Council area.  (D. 136).  From the 1890’s there were demands for the creation of a single large local authority.   Despite the evident economies of scale this would bring, state government apathy and local opposition meant that Greater Newcastle Council was not created until 1938.  

Two aspects of the debates over greater Newcastle are of continuing interest to us.  One is that a single council came about due to the efforts of a small number of people over a long period.  Government Ministers and local politicians and notables like Arthur Griffiths and Robert Kilgour drove the movement for a single council.  Most Novacastrians were not involved with the issue.  This disinterest reflected a broader apathy towards local government, a feeling that over time has become a deep cynicism about the capacity and motivation of elected councillors and council staff. (D.137-154)

A second legacy of the greater Newcastle debate concerns rates.  After 1919 council rates were calculated as a percentage of a property’s land value.  This percentage varied across municipalities.  In 1931 [in Newcastle? In NSW?—D. 152, para 1] the percentage ranged from 0.8 to 2.9 per cent of the land valuation.  Land values also varied greatly, both between city and suburbs and across suburbs.  While all land owners wanted the lowest possible rate, wealthier owners favoured a uniform rate (the same percentage across all areas) while poorer owners demanded a differential rate (different percentages in different areas). Any rate regime has distributive implications; it raises a crucial question: Is each person paying according to his means, and benefiting according to his needs? The debate over greater Newcastle reflected this, just as our contemporary debate over the base rate does. 

There is, of course, much more to urban planning than council amalgamations.  As Newcastle has grown it has faced familiar urban problems—traffic congestion, suburban sprawl, CBD decline—and has tried to plan its development accordingly.  Two early planning efforts are worth recalling; they echo on-going problems and familiar responses. 

 In 1925 Newcastle Council invited members of the NSW Town Planning Association to advise on the city’s development.  Docherty (99) recounts that the planners were dismayed by Newcastle’s problems, finding it overcrowded, unhealthy, badly laid out, …unaesthetic (sic) and inefficient…. After being entertained by [the] council and generally lionised, the distinguished visitors returned to Sydney after their one-day tour.  They never came back.  

Unfortunately the defeatist response of the Sydney planners is familiar to us today.  Many Novacastrians, while acutely aware of their city’s problems, hold out little hope that anything will be done about them.  Despite this, interesting urban design ideas have periodically surfaced in Newcastle, and worthwhile projects been realised.  

An early idea, reminiscent of contemporary proposals, was A.G. Tewkesbury’s 1916 plan for revitalising the CBD.  Tewkesbury, a young engineer, proposed closing existing railway stations at Watt St and Honeysuckle Point and opening new stations at Darby St and Bank Corner.  The east end railway workshops would also be relocated.  The freed-up land would be available for commercial development.  A new street with a tramline would parallel Hunter St.  Selling railway land west of the CBD would fund the project.  Suburban councils supported Tewkesbury’s plan, believing it would encourage shops to move to the suburbs.  CBD retailers, fearing loss of business, fiercely opposed the plan. The Railways Department resisted the closure of the Newcastle terminus. So, Docherty concludes, Tewkesbury’s plan perished in the midst of local disunity. (D. 99-100) 

Metropolitan indifference, local stalemate—each has held our city back.  But, as we will see in later sessions, there have been other, more constructive tendencies in Newcastle’s urban history.   Knowledge of these tendencies, along with some old and new thinking in urban planning and design, can help us to build a more liveable city.   We will consider these matters in the next three sessions.   

Soft City

Johathan Raban is an English writer who has lived in Seattle since 1990.  A prolific writer of non-fiction, fiction and feature articles for magazine and newspapers, Raban loves cities.  His first book, Soft City (1974), was about the city each of us creates through the paths we make through its streets and places, and the web of relationships we create.  It is this freedom to create that gives a city its ‘softness’, that makes it amenable to the play of each of its residents’ imagination and personal usage.  

Sadly for Raban, the cities he knows and loves most, London and Seattle, have become harder, less humanly plastic in the past 30 years.  Both cities have become more expensive and less diverse.  London, for example, has become so expensively reconstructed, so tarted-up, that [soon] only people with a merchant banker’s income will be able to live there.  The diversity of ethnicity, occupation and lifestyle that Raban found so bracing in the central London of the 1960’s, is now banished to the periphery of the city.   Similarly, in Seattle, he now has to drive 20 minutes into the suburbs to find the interesting restaurants, the immigrants, artists, students, freelance writers and other natural denizens of the soft city, the diversity of people and experience that once made city life an inexhaustible source of daily excitements and surprises. (Raban 2008b; 2007a)

A city’s distinctiveness is bound up with its residents’ understanding of the place in which they live.  As suburbs sprawl and city centres are remade for the privileged, one city becomes more like another.  Raban (2007a) describes how the Seattle he found when he arrived there in 1990, where one only had only to look down from the streets to the water to see the city’s essential history, had by 2007 become a typical 21st -century boom city minting money.  It seems to me, he writes, looking over Seattle a mere 17 years after he arrived, that I might be anywhere.   

To prepare for our next session: 

What is your soft city, the Newcastle that you create in your journeys through the city and your connections with others?  And what makes Newcastle distinctive for you, different from other places?  Is this distinctiveness fading?  If so, how and why?  
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� PP refers to the PowerPoint presentation accompanying the talk. It is not included here. 


� Thanks to Roland Bannister for these Tyneside place names.


�For the convict system in Sydney, see Hughes 1986 and Keneally 2005.  For Newcastle, see Turner 1980.


� There are echoes here of later debates. At the Labor Party conference in 1913 Broken Hill delegates with close knowledge of BHP’s industrial relations practices opposed state aid to the company.  In supporting the government, a Newcastle delegate suggested that Newcastle workers were entitled to some of the perks like the people of Sydney got.  Newcastle Council agreed to provide land (earmarked for the city’s botanical gardens in 1868) for the steelworks at no cost to BHP.  The state government forced the company to pay for it.  (Docherty op.cit. 33-34)


� Criticism like this is often dismissed as subjective — the response is: “What is ugly to one person may be beautiful to someone else”.  But people like Christopher Alexander and Alain de Botton have articulated criteria for judging good and bad urban design.  For application of their ideas to Newcastle, see the Newcastle Herald articles Our gem by the sea could shine much brighter and Voters need to know where the city needs to go downloadable from the Merewether Landcare website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.merewetherlandcare.com.au" ��www.merewetherlandcare.com.au�  
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