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As the architectural modernism of regional Australia gains greater scholarly 
attention, historians are in search of places where information about buildings can 
be found. Local studies libraries are one such source, so too are the locally published 
newspapers that took an interest in the opening of new buildings. A building type that 
presents considerable challenges for the historian is that of the private house, plans 
and drawings of which may no longer be held by regional councils and have not been 
placed in local studies collections or archival repositories.

This paper describes a fortunate part of Newcastle’s post-war architectural history 
in the publication of a series of articles written by the journalist Alan Farrelly for the 
Newcastle Morning Herald on the contemporary domestic architecture of Newcastle 
and its surrounds. Published weekly between 1961 and 1964 (with an extended break 
during this period) and entitled “Modern Homes of Newcastle”, each article in this 
series described a recently constructed house in detail, naming its owners, architect, 
builder and street location, and pointed out its design features, construction system 
and material qualities. In addition, each article typically included two photographic 
images, one exterior and one interior view.

After presenting some background context, this paper introduces the “Modern Homes 
of Newcastle” series. It then describes one of Farrelly’s key architectural interests 
before ending with a set of reflections on the potential of the series to open up and 
support further research into the modern domestic architecture of Newcastle.

UNLOCKING NEWCASTLE’S 
MODERNIST DOMESTIC 
ARCHITECTURE 
Paul Hogben | University of New South Wales
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As the architectural modernism of regional Australia gains greater scholarly attention, the 
availability of historical information and archival material will shape the potential of this 
scholarship.1 Local studies libraries, council repositories and the archives of different 
organisations are valuable places for locating material, as are local newspapers that covered 
plans for and the opening of new buildings of public interest. This paper tells of a fortunate part 
of the history of Newcastle’s post-war architecture in the publication of a series of newspaper 
articles devoted to the city’s most architecturally adventurous private houses of the early 1960s. 
Entitled “Modern Homes of Newcastle”, this series was published in the Newcastle Morning 
Herald between July 1961 and March 1964.2 Written by Alan Farrelly, each article described a 
recently constructed house within the western and south-western suburban growth areas of 
Newcastle as well as locations within the upper Lake Macquarie region. These articles are a gift 
to the historian as they not only provide a detailed description of the design features, construction 
system, materials and interior furnishing of each house, they also name their owners, street 
location, architect and builder. 
 
The excitement of being able to discuss these articles within this paper has been frustrated 
somewhat by the fact that only a limited description and account of their content can be 
presented here. There were 50 articles in all, comprising documentation of 50 different houses, 
each worthy of attention for what it represents within the spectrum of contemporary design within 
a post-war regional context of architectural production. This is material for a larger project and 
the aim of this paper is to establish a context and useful outline as an introduction and way into 
greater analysis.3 

NNeewwccaassttllee’’ss  FFiirrsstt  MMooddeerrnniisstt  HHoouussee??  

Applications for new home construction in Newcastle waved up and down during the late 1940s 
due to continuing material shortages, the cost of building, and industrial action amongst coal 
workers. In 1950, after 719 applications had been approved, 189 houses were completed with 
353 under construction.4 At this time, weatherboard construction dominated, followed by brick 
veneer and to a lesser extent the use of asbestos and concrete construction. Most new private 
home building occurred in the suburbs of Lambton, New Lambton, Waratah, Birmingham Gardens 
and Mayfield, although there were some notable large homes appearing in outer areas such as 
Lambton Heights and Highfields. It was these homes that caught the attention of the Newcastle 
Morning Herald in April 1950 which explained that because of the way new dwellings fitted into 
the landscape they were “making attractive suburbs of former bushlands.”5 (Fig. 1) 
 
Even though high-pitched roofs, prominent gable ends and a solid appearance were the order of 
the day, Novocastrians had their interests piqued in new ideas for home design and construction 
by a series of exhibitions that were held at NESCA House in the mid-1940s and early 1950s.6 The 
first exhibition, organised by the Federal Government’s Department of Post-War Reconstruction, 
had travelled from Sydney and was opened in Newcastle in October 1944.7 It featured a model 
of what was herald a “postwar house” with low-hipped roof and a large window along one wall 
which ran around its front corner.8 Held in November that year, the next exhibition was presented 
courtesy of the US Office of War Information and was devoted to the topic of American wartime 
housing and town planning.9 An exhibition in March 1945 displayed photographs, drawings and 
models showing how asbestos cement could be used within home construction. The drawings 
and models had been produced by architects and students from Australia and New Zealand for a 
widely-publicised competition on timber-frame house design organised by the NSW Branch of the 
Timber Development Association of Australia and the Asbestos-Cement Manufacturers of 
Australia.10 This was followed by an exhibition in May that year devoted to timber-framed 
houses.11 A fifth exhibition, held in March and early April 1953, was organised by the Newcastle 
Division of the Royal Australian Institute of Architects (RAIA) (Fig. 2).12 It featured photographs 
and drawings of the work of Institute members, the winning buildings of the past few years of the 
Sulman award (which included the Hanson and Rose Seidler houses) and a display of modern 
architecture from the Netherlands. 
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FFiigguurree  11. “New and Attractive Homes In Newcastle,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 11 April 1950, 4. 

 

 
FFiigguurree  22.. Newcastle architects Paul Thelander and D. McKenzie arranging a display for an exhibition organised by the 

Newcastle Division of the RAIA, NESCA House, Newcastle, March 1953. Source: “Architectural Show,” Newcastle 
Morning Herald, 13 March 1953, 4. 
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It was not long after the 1953 exhibition that Newcastle saw what my research indicates was the 
first modernist house to be built in its suburbs – ‘Orana’ – in Adamstown Heights, completed in 
July that year (Fig. 3). Rather than its main orientation being toward the street, this house faced 
north in order to capture as much northern sunlight as possible. Its northern side contained a 
huge window, 486 square feet in size, composed of vertically and horizontally fitted glass panes. 
The floor of its main level was an 8-inch concrete slab that projected over a patio below. 
Rectangular in shape and with a floor area of about 33 squares, the main level had three 
bedrooms, a kitchen, bathroom, breakfast room, lounge and sun area. The lower level housed a 
laundry and double garage. The external walls were made of vertical pieces of stained red 
mahogany weatherboard and the slightly angled roof was of corrugated asbestos. Instead of 
stairs, a ramp led to the front door. The Newcastle Morning Herald called it a “Californian style 
house”, citing its architect, Sydney C. Morton, as saying, “the house was designed on lines of 
Californian homes because the Californian climate was similar to that in Australia.”13 This echoed 
Robin Boyd’s thoughts several years earlier.14 
 

 
FFiigguurree  33.. ‘Orana’, Adamstown Heights, Newcastle, NSW, designed by Sydney C. Morton. Source: State Library of New 

South Wales, Home and Away – 28233 (photo: 16/8/1955). 

 
Sydney Morton had received a diploma of architecture from the Technical College in Newcastle 
in 1949 and had worked in the Newcastle practice of Castleden and Sara. Not much is known of 
his career, but in undertaking research for this paper it has been revealed that he was responsible 
for designing some of the region’s most spectacular post-war dwellings. 
 
‘Orana’ was built in Adamstown Heights which was one of Newcastle’s post-war growth suburbs 
to the south-west of the city. Like its neighbours of Kotara, Kotara Heights and Highfields, in the 
1950s it attracted middle-class homebuyers and builders due to the availability of generous sites, 
clean air, plans for new churches and schools, and a location alongside the Pacific Highway which 
afforded easy motor access into the city centre. Consequently, along with more conventional 
suburban types, these suburbs and others became a locus for innovative house design and 
where, in certain situations, architects and builders were able to push the limits of house 
construction. 
 
The appearance of innovative new houses within these growth areas must have inspired an 
editor, Alan Farrelly or someone else connected to the Newcastle Morning Herald to compose an 
article series on the city’s modern homes. This was a new proposition for the paper which did not 
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have a regular column devoted to architectural commentary. The Sydney Morning Herald had its 
weekly “Homes and Building” section, published on Tuesdays, which featured short articles and 
images of new buildings and other things but not a column specifically devoted to house design. 
Every Sunday the Sun-Herald included a house plan from the Small Homes Service Bureau run 
by the New South Wales Chapter of the RAIA. 

““MMooddeerrnn  HHoommeess  ooff  NNeewwccaassttllee””  

 

 
The first article within the Newcastle Morning Herald’s “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series, 22 July 1961. 

FFiigguurree  44.. “Home Blends Into The Dudley Bush,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 22 July 1961, 7. 

 
The first article in the “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series appeared in the Newcastle Morning 
Herald on Saturday 22 July 1961. It was placed on page 7 alongside the paper’s social news 
columns and only a few pages from its property and real estate section. The initial subject was a 
house located in Dudley, a small township on the coast to the south of Newcastle (Fig. 4). Titled 
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“Home Blends Into The Dudley Bush,” the article explained how the house sat on the “slight 
ripple” of a hillside that ran down to a rocky beach below.15 All rooms within the long and narrow 
house faced the ocean view through a front elevation consisting mostly of floor-to-ceiling windows. 
A photographic image captured the bushland setting and another showed the lounge-dining room 
area which had a floor of polished tallowwood boards covered by white Indian wool rugs. No 
author is mentioned, but the second instalment the following Saturday made it known that the 
author of this new series was Alan Farrelly. This second article described a large brick and tile 
house in Merewether which was placed on a high brick foundation to gain panoramic views over 
the city and coastline.16 
 
So began the “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series without introduction to a broader aim or 
agenda. Published weekly in the Saturday edition of the Newcastle Morning Herald, each article 
featured a new building and typically included two photographic images, one of an exterior view 
and another of an interior. The first string of articles ran from 22 July 1961 to 3 March 1962, 
followed by a break of twenty months during which Farrelly travelled to the United States. The 
series resumed on 9 November 1963 and ran to 14 December that year, followed by a short 
break after which a third string ran from 4 January to 28 March 1964. 
 
The articles followed a similar pattern beginning with a general statement of the key attributes of 
the house followed by the names of its owners and street location, its overall area and size, then 
a description of siting, key exterior features, entry, interior room arrangement, interior finishes 
and furnishings and external construction. They typically ended by naming who the architect and 
builders were. The photographic images were accompanied by lengthy captions. There was a 
generosity of space given to the articles which could run to about 680 words each. A direct 
description tended to characterise the articles although later in the series Farrelly sometimes 
opened with more general remarks on a topic, whether it was about the use of a certain material 
or construction method. 
 
As mentioned, the geographic focus of the series was the western and south-western suburbs of 
Newcastle. Houses in Merewether and Merewether Heights were given 22 articles in all, New 
Lambton (4), New Lambton Heights (3), Adamstown Heights (3), Kotara (2) and Kotara Heights 
(1). Farrelly explained that Merewether Heights was one of the most interesting suburbs from an 
architectural point of view: “Split levels, cantilevered balconies, butterfly roofs, glass, brick, stone, 
wood, metal follow in almost bewildering profusion.”17 
 

 
FFiigguurree  55.. Simplified map of Newcastle indicating suburban areas relevant for this study. Map: Paul Hogben, 2020. 
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Besides Newcastle’s suburbs, Farrelly looked to townships in the upper Lake Macquarie region. 
These places had also undergone suburbanisation in the 1950s and early 1960s. Houses in 
Dudley were given four articles, Charlestown (3), Eleebana (2), Kahibah (1), Belmont (1), Belmont 
North (1), Toronto (1), Carey Bay (1) and Coal Point (1). 
 
Born in Newcastle in July 1940, Farrelly began as a cadet with the Newcastle Morning Herald in 
1957. His name first appeared in connection to a feature article on 2 August 1958 containing a 
story on the Bush Book Club of NSW, a service that delivered books to people in rural and outback 
places.18 This was followed by articles written in either a narrative or biographical style on 
different topics, all with a human interest angle.19 These articles were safe territory for a young 
writer finding his feet in general interest journalism but not an obvious stepping stone into the 
subject of modern domestic architecture. 
 
Farrelly’s skills in describing buildings were not bred from a training in architecture. He 
demonstrated little knowledge of the historical context of modern architecture. His articles did 
not reference any architects of national or international repute nor did they show an awareness 
of broader trends in architecture particularly as interest in the ‘new brutalism’ grew within 
Australia in the early 1960s. His descriptions were very building focussed, however toward the 
end of the series he occasionally hinted at an awareness of international developments such as 
when he remarked that asbestos cement was not subject to the same “class” discrimination 
overseas as it was in Australia.20 
 
Farrelly’s descriptions demonstrate a first-hand knowledge of each house. Presumably this came 
from visiting the houses and meeting with their owners in order to gain an understanding of the 
types of materials and furnishings used. He had just turned 21 when he began writing the series 
and for someone of that age the task of researching and writing about a house each week ready 
for print every Saturday would have required a confident efficacy in how he managed himself and 
his interactions with others. The photographic images were likely taken by Ron Morrison, a 
Newcastle press photographer, who, with his wife Elizabeth, ran a press agency in the early 
1960s.21 Farrelly and Morrison were to develop a close collaborative relationship, producing 
several books together in the late 1960s, beginning with a monograph on Newcastle itself.22 
 
During his trip to the United States in 1963 Farrelly wrote about his travel experiences and after 
the completion of the “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series he continued writing for the 
Newcastle Morning Herald and then the Newcastle Sun. He moved to Sydney in 1974 to become 
assistant editor of The Sun which began his career as an editor of major city dailies and Sunday 
papers including The Australian.23 

KKeeyy  IInntteerreesstt  

The “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series covered a range of house designs from the boldly 
experimental to those Farrelly described as possessing “conventional styling”. Across this range 
he displayed an evenness in his treatment but there was a certain interest that came to the fore 
– that of daring responses to difficult sites requiring structurally innovative solutions. This was 
the case with houses located along Hickson Street in Merewether. Sites on the northern side of 
this elevated street offered expansive views over the city, port and coastline. Sites on its southern 
side had stunning views down the coastline but were less easy to build upon due to exposure to 
strong southerly gales and the steepness of the terrain which dropped sharply 300 feet down to 
the water’s edge below. There were, however, people who were prepared to build on this side of 
the street, starting with Kevin Miller, a final year architecture student at Newcastle University 
College, whose house for himself and his wife employed a type of structural framework 
construction, “space column construction”, which Farrelly believed was the first time such a 
system had been used in Newcastle.24 This consisted of preassembled bay sections bolted 
together on site and into which timber beam supports for the ceiling and floor were fixed. The 
long walls of the house were almost entirely composed of plate glass. The side walls were 
constructed of aluminium to minimise the load on the foundations and which, left to corrode, 
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would turn a dull white and meld in tone with the seascape context.25 The house’s flat roof was 
covered with white marble chips laid in bitumen to reflect heat and also to blend with the surf 
below (Fig. 6). 

 

  
FFiigguurree  66.. House, Merewether, Newcastle, NSW, designed by Kevin Miller. Source: Alan Farrelly, “Unorthodox Home in 

Salt Spray,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 3 March 1962, 7. 

 
Another house to appear on the southern side of Hickson Street was designed by Wally 
Kostyrko.26 Projecting out over the steep incline, this house had a rectangular shape governed by 
the angles that maximised views. Windows ran along the full length of its main elevation and 
asbestos sheets were used to clad the walls (Fig. 7). Internally, a ceiling of exposed beams painted 
char grey supported suspended white plaster sheets hung in places to conceal the heating 
elements and lighting fixtures. 
 
A third house in Merewether to be featured was designed by Sydney Morton and which also 
perched on its site with the effect of being thrust into space (Fig. 8).27 Cantilevered over a brick 
base, the projecting side had a corner balcony protected to the east by a glass partition. A feature 
of the interior was a freestanding brick fireplace, with bench seats, which formed a wall to the 
entry foyer. The lounge room opened to the balcony adjacent to which was the kitchen which had 
the luxury of views through a corner window. 
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FFiigguurree  77.. House, Merewether, Newcastle, NSW, designed by Wally Kostyrko. Source: Alan Farrelly, “Triangular Theme 

to get the View,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 21 March 1964, 6. 

 
FFiigguurree  88.. House, Merewether, Newcastle, NSW, designed by Sydney C. Morton. Source: Alan Farrelly, “Panorama of 

City, Beach and Sea,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 13 January 1962, 6. 
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Farrelly’s interest in structurally innovative houses led him to the work of Gordon Appleby, an 
architect and lecturer at Newcastle University College. Appleby was engaged in research into low-
cost housing exploring how mass produced, standardised building components could be used to 
create architecturally distinctive yet economic houses that possessed a high degree of flexibility 
in the way they could be adjusted to suit changing patterns of use. This was the motive behind 
Appleby’s own house in Toronto on Lake Macquarie for which post-and-beam construction was 
used. Walls were non-load bearing and internal partitions could be moved at will.28 Appleby also 
employed post-and-beam construction for a house he designed in Kotara which again enabled 
internal flexibility and, in this case, the introduction of a split level to gain greater views out to the 
bushland (Fig. 9).29 The stained timber framework contained slots into which panels of white 
asbestos sheeting were slid, removing the need for bolts and nails. The contrast of the white 
panels with the darkened timber created a “dramatic colour scheme throughout.”30 The economy 
of materials impressed Farrelly who wrote, “The house is generally of simple, aesthetic design, 
using only a few basic materials, but using these with great effect.”31 

 

 
FFiigguurree  99. House, Kotara, Newcastle, NSW, designed by Gordon Appleby. Source: Alan Farrelly, “Wall Panels Need no 

Bolts or Nails,” Newcastle Morning Herald, 8 February 1964, 6. 
 

OOppeenniinnggss  

The “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series is a fantastic basis for research into the post-war 
domestic architecture of Newcastle. The articles demonstrate that the industrial city was a lively 
place for house design in the early 1960s and that there is a substantial amount of work 
deserving of further study. There are four areas where the articles are particularly helpful. 
 
Firstly, they identify the architect (or architects) responsible for designing each of the houses. 
Several of these architects had been in practice for some time including Lees & Valentine, Rodd 
& Hay, Raymond Wilson and Sydney Morton. Others were recent graduates from the architecture 
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diploma course at Newcastle University College, namely Wally Kostyrko and David Hilliard, or, as 
was the case with Kevin Miller, still a student. Domestic commissions offered these architects an 
opportunity to test and develop their knowledge and to explore ideas. In some cases, this 
opportunity was amplified when it was their own house. The careers and body of work of these 
architects have yet to be charted and such an exercise will reveal any further domestic 
commissions each received and the interests that guided and distinguished their responses. 
 
Secondly, the articles provide valuable information about the building materials used for each 
house. In certain instances, the source locations of these materials are named, such as red 
textured bricks from Cessnock, sandstone from Gosford and imported cedar from Canada. This 
information can be used to build a picture of how regional industries supported the design and 
construction of modern houses in Newcastle and other places including townships around Lake 
Macquarie. Farrelly also described the way materials were treated such as exposed timbers as 
well as taking an interest in the treatment of brick walls where extruded mortar had been allowed 
to set creating a rough surface texture and colour contrasts.32 This attention to materials and 
their treatment allows for a study of the way Newcastle architects were responding to broader 
shifts in thinking about the expressive qualities of a house as an environment for living. 
 
Thirdly, the articles are replete with description of the interior features and furnishings of each 
house. They detail the treatment of internal walls in the types of paint colours, panelling and 
wallpaper used. They describe the presence of fireplaces, cocktail bars and suspended cabinets 
that separated living rooms from kitchens. With an accommodating view of the furnishing and 
decorative choices on display, Farrelly pointed out some of the more individualistic features in 
some places such as the “gold room” of a large house in Charlestown where the living space was 
draped with gold satin curtains and wallpaper with gold motif patterns33 and the “Scandinavian-
style” sunken conversation pit within an Adamstown Heights house.34 There was no mention of 
the involvement of any interior designers or decorators in his articles save for a brief reference to 
the bedroom furniture in one house being designed by the clients themselves.35 Despite this, the 
strong focus on interiors enables an analysis of how modern, architect-designed houses of 
Newcastle were vehicles for a variety of approaches to interior furnishing and decoration. 
 
Fourthly, the articles enable the houses to be understood in relation to their owners – a line of 
study that would reveal who these people were and what inspired them to commission a modern 
architect-designed home. What were their backgrounds and the communities in which they 
circulated, socialised and worked within? 
 
As mentioned earlier, one of the missing elements to Farrelly’s descriptions was the broader 
context of architectural ideas and movements that informed the design of the houses. This is 
where further study can also be directed. One direction would be to look at the role played by 
local architectural discourse, particularly within education: who was teaching at the University 
College and what was taught within the diploma course.36 Another direction would be to look 
further afield, especially to Sydney and the influences that were emanating from there and how 
these influences filtered into the building culture and practices of Newcastle. This broader study 
is ahead, but one that owes its possibilities to the “Modern Homes of Newcastle” series and the 
descriptive detail that it contains. 
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