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Creation, Destruction and 

Re-creation: The Australian 
Embassy in Tokyo

Alison Broinowski and Rachel Miller

Edo in 1590 was a small castle town on the Sumida River when Tokugawa 
Ieyasu, the first shōgun of the period, surprisingly chose it as the site for his 
capital. It remained so for 265 years while the Tokugawas were the de facto 
rulers, with the imperial line continuing in Kyoto.1 After the restoration 
of Emperor Meiji in 1868, the last two shōguns retired to Kyoto, and 
Edo was renamed Tokyo (Eastern capital). The castle became the Imperial 
Palace, wealthy merchants bought land and the new nobility were granted 
properties and built Western-style mansions.

A modern city rose, with buildings for government in Kyobashi, for 
business in Marunouchi, and for entertainment in Asakusa. ‘Tokio [sic] 
looks like a series of villages’, said an American observer in 1879, ‘with 
bits of green and open spaces and inclosed [sic] grounds breaking up the 
continuity of the town’.2 It quickly became a wheeled city. Many canals 
and rivers were confined or paved over for the roads and railways that 
shrivelled the distance between the old localities. Successive Imperial 

1  For personal names, the Japanese order is used: family name then given name; Hiroshige Utagawa, 
One Hundred Famous Views of Edo (Nagoya: Tokai Bank Foundation, 1987).
2  Edward Seidensticker, Low City, High City: Tokyo from Edo to the Earthquake: How the Shogun’s 
Ancient Capital Became a Great Modern City, 1867–1923 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1991), 34.
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Hotels rose and fell, often with a new one under construction to replace 
its predecessor, just as the Imperial Shrine at Ise is rebuilt every 20 years. 
In 1867 foreign living quarters, including St Luke’s Anglican church 
and hospital, were established in Tsukiji, which kept gaijin (foreigners) 
and most of the Japanese population at a mutually safe distance. Eleven 
legations were opened in Ichibancho, Akasaka and Azabu—the ‘ward of 
singing insects’, near Mita.3

European architecture reached Mita in 1877, when Keio University was 
founded by a pioneer proponent of Westernisation, Fukuzawa Yukichi. 
The Mitsui Club followed, designed by the British architect Josiah Conder 
in 1913. Its neighbour, the next Western mansion in Mita-Tsunamachi, 
would eventually become the Australian embassy. This chapter draws 
upon historical records and personal memoirs to provide an account of the 
origins of the embassy’s physical presence, and the creation, destruction 
and re-creation of its buildings. The property in Mita was occupied by 
Australian diplomats just before the outbreak of the Pacific War, and 
again from 1946 to the present. We trace its history as far as 1990, when a 
new building by the architectural firm Denton Corker Marshall (DCM) 
was erected on the site of the historic mansion and gardens.

Mita: Farming, Fishing and Feudal Seat
In 1884, 50,000 tsubo (40  acres) of rice-land in the fishing village of 
Mita were transferred to the last daimyō (feudal lord) of Awa, Hachisuka 
Mochiaki, making the site the fifth of the Hachisuka family’s estates in 
and around the city. As one of the five richest noble families in Japan, they 
also had two land holdings in Tokushima on the island of Shikoku, and 
another on the northern island of Hokkaido.4 The Mita property remained 
in the names of Hachisuka Mochiaki’s son Masaaki and grandson Masauji 
until 1951.

In the new Meiji order of nobility, Hachisuka Mochiaki (1846–1918), 
the sixteenth daimyō, was made a marquis (kōshaku). Educated at Oxford, 
he served as minister in the Japanese embassy in Paris, and returned to 

3  Ibid., 36, 247.
4  E.M. Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo: A Brief History of the Property and Families 
from Whom It Was Purchased by the Commonwealth Government’, typescript, Tokyo, 1958–60, 
in possession of authors.
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become minister of education, governor of Tokyo and president of the 
House of Peers. He married Tokugawa Yoriko, who asserted her noblesse by 
demanding that he dismiss his 11 concubines (the Tokugawa Shogunate 
had permitted daimyō to have 10) and should instead have only one proxy 
wife. The young Okyo, Yoriko’s choice, went with them everywhere, 
including to Paris, as Yoriko’s maid.5

The next marquis, Masaaki (1871–1932) studied at Cambridge and later 
became vice-president of the House of Peers. A stern supporter of Japanese 
tradition, he married Tokugawa Hitsuko, a daughter of the last shōgun: an 
invalid, but very beautiful, she died young.6 Their son Masauji (1903–53) 
spent eight years at Cambridge and succeeded his father in the House 
of Peers, but declared the Hachisuka line would end with him, as their 
peerage indeed did in 1945. A capable pilot and ornithologist, if eccentric 
and a spendthrift, Masauji travelled to Asian countries and the United 
States to research exotic birds, including the dodo, which particularly 
fascinated him.7 To his father’s chagrin he refused an arranged marriage 
into the Tokugawa family, and married Nagamine Chiye, a nisei (‘foreign-
born Japanese’) divorcée, in California in 1939. They had one daughter.

The Mansion and the Garden
The large single-storey villa which Hachisuka Mochiaki occupied in Mita-
Tsunamachi from 1886, and the annex he had built for his son’s return, 
were destroyed by fire between 1923 and 1926.8 Most of the Hachisukas’ 
Mita estate was sold, and on the remaining four acres Masaaki, in 
1927–28, built an English Regency Gothic-revival manor house with 
Japanese and Chinese elements. Records differ as to the architect and 
builder, Hachisuka Chiye recalling that they were Seichiro Chujo and 
Kobayashi Shirosaku, respectively, while photographer Akahisa Masuda 
and Geraldine Currie, whose husband Sir Neil Currie was ambassador 
in Tokyo in 1982–86, credit Moriyama Morisuke with the design of the 
ivy-covered mansion. Lady Currie writes:

5  Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo’.
6  Geraldine Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens and Buildings, Tokyo, to 1986’, 
typescript, c. 1999–2009, in possession of authors.
7  Hachisuka Chiye, personal communication to Geraldine Currie, n.d., in possession of authors.
8  Paul Molloy, ‘A Short History of the Australian Embassy Property in Tokyo’, typescript, n.d., in 
possession of authors; Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo’.
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The outer walls looked as if made of stone but were actually 
made of concrete and brick, with random steel rods threaded 
through to make the building as earthquake-proof as possible 
and, throughout all the subsequent years until it was demolished, 
there was never any earthquake damage to the structure or cracks 
in the walls despite many tremors of varying degrees of severity. 
Unfortunately, drawings of Moriyama’s designs were destroyed in 
air raids during the war, just after his death in 1941.9

Approached through an imposing porte-cochère, the entrance included 
a pair of cast-iron gates with foliage design surrounding a small Peter Pan 
figure. The interior walls were panelled with keyaki (Zelkova serrata), and 
the plaster ceilings were crisscrossed with ribs carved from the same fine-
grained wood, as were the bannisters of the staircase. Set in the stair wall 
was a stained-glass triptych depicting Awaji, one of the two Hachisuka 
properties in Shikoku. Small, square, stained-glass windows high in the 
dining room wall illustrated the Chinese zodiac (junishi), one creature 
representing the birth year of each member of the family. These, and 
the windows in the southern sun porch, were the work of Japan’s first 
stained glass artisan, Ogawa Sanchi, who had learned his craft in the 
United States.10

Combining British and Japanese traditions, function also determined 
the design of the house. Upstairs were two Japanese tatami rooms, with 
shōji and fusuma (sliding doors) decorated with peonies, peach trees 
and peacocks by Ikegami Shuhō and Araki Kanpō. Together with three 
Western-style bedrooms, they were intended to provide for marital 
flexibility on the part of the daimyō.11 Two stone kura (warehouses) in the 
grounds provided storage for the family’s documents and treasures. In the 
stone-floored basement were tatami rooms for the servants, with other 
servants’ quarters upstairs in the north wing, and still more in detached 
annexes. The large kitchen had a water tank sunk into the floor to keep 
fish alive for the household’s sashimi.12 Also under the house was ‘a large 
sunken space full of very hot water, where the domestic staff and their 
families had their evening bath’, the first resident ambassador’s wife, 

9  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
10  Masuda Akihisa, ‘Lost Modern Architecture—the Old Ambassador’s Residence (Marquis Masaaki 
Hachisuka Residence)’, n.d., printed pamphlet, held at the Australian embassy, Tokyo.
11  Ibid.
12  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
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Louise Walker, recalled.13 Underground and leading into the house were 
‘secret passageways for the movement in and out of mistresses and an 
emergency escape route  …  to a nearby canal’, wrote a later diplomat, 
Howard Debenham.14

The outdoor surroundings of Hachisuka Masaaki’s Mita residence were 
designed in 1931 by Aoki Seitarō, who had created gardens for the 
Imperial Household.15 He combined four of Japan’s traditional garden 
styles with English landscape taste. Screened from the entrance drive by 
an iron fence and gate, a large level lawn below the terrace was surrounded 
with cherry, peach and plum trees and hedged with banks of azalea, box, 
elm, holly, laurel, privet and quince, which Louise Walker described as 
a multicoloured mosaic. A ‘forest’ of pines, maples and, later, Australian 
eucalypts defined the boundaries. The design followed the shakkei 
(borrowed) landscape style of the Shugakuin Rikyu (Detached Palace) 
in Kyoto, where a distant scene is viewed as if a part of the immediate 
garden. To allow this view, mature trees were successively thinned, and 
their stumps remained in the surrounding forest.16 Overlooking the lawn 
was a tsukimi-na-oka (moon-viewing hill), exemplifying the ‘hill-style’ 
of Japanese garden design.17 A gnarled pine tree (Pinus pentafolia) said 
to be over 400 years old was wrapped in straw for the winter. A nearby 
group of cycads could be 300  years old, garden experts Harvey and 
Bayliss thought:18

On the slope below the lawn were bridges, large stone lanterns, 
a  stone waterfall and watercourse, reflecting the karesansui (dry 
rock and pebble) style, which originated with Muso in the 
thirteenth century Muromachi period. The ‘river’ of Ogawa-ishi—
stones which glow deep blue with white markings when wet—led 
to a well, which may in ancient times have supplied the farming 
and fishing families of Mita with fresh water. A commemorative 
stone dated 1817 described the well as the first natal bathing 
place of Watanabe-no-Tsuna (953–1024), a warrior of the 
Imperial Guard in Kyoto and retainer of Yoritomo Minamoto, 

13  Louise Walker, But I Digress, ed. Ron Walker (Canberra: R.A. Walker, 2009), 119.
14  Howard Debenham, Waiting ’Round the Bend: A Life in Australia’s Foreign Service (Griffith, ACT: 
Barrallier Books, 2017), 203.
15  Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo’.
16  Harvey and Bayliss, ‘Australian Embassy Garden Report’, typescript, n.d., in possession of authors.
17  Molloy, ‘A Short History of the Australian Embassy’.
18  Harvey and Bayliss, ‘Australian Embassy Garden Report’.
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who is commemorated in the name Mita-Tsunamachi. Close by 
was a kujo no to (nine-tiered pagoda) from the Kamakura period 
(about 1320 CE), brought from Kansai.19

Japan’s ‘teahouse’ (chashitsu) garden style was represented by a thatched tea 
ceremony building, which would typically have been three metres square 
and approached by a stepping stone path.20 Built to harmonise with its 
natural surroundings, the hut was ‘simple, small and humble’, a deliberate 
contrast with the wealth and power of the military and warrior class to 
which the Hachisuka clan belonged.21 It was close to a field once used for 
archery and later as a vegetable garden.22

The ‘stroll’ (kwaiyu) style favoured in the Edo period was represented by the 
upper garden’s semicircular path. Following it traditionally anticlockwise 
from the terrace past the tsukimi hill, a strolling visitor could see a dozen 
or more carefully placed stone lanterns. Several were from remote parts of 
Japan, some over 500 years old, and others from the Meiji period. In the 
lower garden was a tortoise-shaped stone basin for washing before the tea 
ceremony, and in the azalea hedge below the terrace another large stone 
water-basin was placed on a mill stone for its base. Writing to Ambassador 
John Menadue, the American consultants Harvey and Bayliss confirmed 
‘what an excellent garden you’ve got’.23

Australians in Mita
Hachisuka Masauji and his wife preferred their American-designed 
Spanish-style house in Atami to the residence in Mita, and in the 1930s 
the Tokyo property was leased to the Polish legation, as a map of that 
period shows, and possibly also to the neutral government of Sweden.24 
After Poland fell to German invasion, the Australian government rented 
the house in 1939. Lieutenant-Commander Eric Longfield Lloyd had 
been in Tokyo since 1935, first as Australia’s trade commissioner and then 
‘government commissioner’. He presciently left for Melbourne in 1940 
and resumed work in the Investigation Branch of the Attorney-General’s 

19  Ibid.
20  Liza Dalby, All-Japan: The Catalogue of Everything Japanese (New York: Quill, 1984), 96.
21  Harvey and Bayliss, ‘Australian Embassy Garden Report’.
22  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
23  Harvey and Bayliss, ‘Australian Embassy Garden Report’.
24  Weatherstone, letter to John Menadue, n.d., copy in possession of authors.
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Department.25 Sir John Latham arrived in Tokyo as minister in 1940, 
but in less than a year he too returned to Australia, in ill health. Into 
the vacuum, Canberra’s fledgling foreign service sent Keith Officer as 
chargé d’affaires to establish Australia’s first diplomatic mission in Japan 
in November 1940.

With the outbreak of the Pacific War in December 1941, the three 
remaining diplomats (Keith Officer, Patrick Shaw and Ted Eckersley), 
with Helen Shaw and the Shaws’ baby daughter and four other Australians, 
were interned in the residence under armed guard.26 This they endured 
until September 1942, reportedly rationing their supply of gin and 
cigarettes. Eventually a bilateral exchange was arranged in Mozambique 
and with more than 40 other Australians, they returned to Australia by sea 
in November.27 During the war the Mita premises were under the control 
of the Japanese Navy, and after that, the property was requisitioned by the 
occupation—the supreme commander for the Allied powers (SCAP)—
and the United States Marines moved in.

In 1946 Professor William Macmahon Ball was appointed by Prime 
Minister Chifley and External Affairs Minister Evatt to represent the British 
Commonwealth on the Allied Council for Japan, his counterparts being 
American, Russian and Nationalist Chinese diplomats. When he arrived 
in war-ravaged Tokyo to take over from B.C. Ballard in 1946, housing was 
scarce. Ball lived temporarily in Azabu, while his secretary had to share 
a room at the YWCA with five or six other women.28 Ball complained 
that the ‘Oda house’ rented for him was poorly furnished, and requested 
instead ‘one of the best houses irrespective of who was now occupying 
it’.29 Australian lieutenant-general H.C.H. Robertson, as commander of 
the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF), succeeded in 
retrieving the Mita premises from SCAP, first for the Australian military 
contingent which guarded the Imperial Palace, and then for Ball and 
the Australian diplomats. From 1947 and until the occupation ended in 

25  David Sadleir, ‘Lloyd, Eric Edwin Longfield (1890–1957)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
vol. 15, 2000, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lloyd-eric-edwin-longfield-10840/text19235, accessed 5 June 
2018.
26  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
27  Rachel Miller, Wife and Baggage to Follow (Canberra: Halstead Press, 2013), 36; Rowena Ward, 
‘The Asia-Pacific War and the Failed Second Anglo-Japanese Civilian Exchange, 1942–45’, The Asia-
Pacific Journal: Japan Focus 13, no. 4 (23 March 2015): apjjf.org/2015/13/11/Rowena-Ward/4301.html.
28  Alan Rix, ed., Intermittent Diplomat: The Japan and Batavia Diaries of W. Macmahon Ball 
(Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1988), 20.
29  Rix, Intermittent Diplomat, 21.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lloyd-eric-edwin-longfield-10840/text19235
http://apjjf.org/2015/13/11/Rowena-Ward/4301.html
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1952, it was known as ‘Commonwealth House’. Ball, his wife Katrine 
and daughter Jenny shared it with his economic adviser Eric Ward; David 
McNicoll from External Affairs; journalist Harry Plumridge and his wife; 
and Lloyd, who had returned to Tokyo. Some of their successors lent their 
names to their quarters: the ‘Border flat’ (diplomat Lew Border) and the 
‘Hocking cottage’ (journalist Norman Hocking). The flat roof provided 
the residents with a space for games. The BCOF imported supplies which 
occupation personnel bought from a storage facility in Ebisu. Meanwhile 
at Allied Council meetings the victors regularly discussed postwar Japan’s 
dire food shortage.

Australia led the BCOF from 1945 until the peace treaty was signed in 
1952. Under three successive Australian lieutenants-general, including 
Robertson, BCOF supervised demilitarisation and the disposal of Japan’s 
war industries. Australia played a prominent part in the Tokyo war crimes 
trials, at which the president of the International Military Tribunal for the 
Far East was Sir William Webb. Both Robertson and Webb were regular 
visitors at Commonwealth House.30

Like Ball, Webb had to contend with General MacArthur’s desire to end 
the occupation early and to make many concessions to Japan. These were 
unpopular in Australia where Japan was regarded more as enemy than ally. 
But Minister Evatt, visiting in 1947, supported MacArthur and they had 
a cordial exchange. Ball’s advice was ignored and, feeling marginalised by 
Evatt, he resigned, returned to Australia and in 1949 published a book 
about the Japan question.31 Patrick Shaw, one of the prewar internees, 
returned in 1947 to take over at the Allied Council.

The Shaws and their daughters had the residence to themselves, apart 
from  the occupant of the ‘Border flat’ and the servants.32 Colonel 
W.R.  Hodgson followed in 1949 and began negotiations in 1950–51 
to buy the Mita property of 18,000 square metres for A£93,350  from 
Hachisuka Masauji. The contract with the government of the 
Commonwealth of Australia was eventually approved by Japan’s Foreign 
Investment Commission, validated by SCAP and concluded in 1952 
through Japan’s Ministry of Finance.33 ‘Even back then, it was a steal’, 

30  Rix, Intermittent Diplomat, 131–33, 185.
31  Ibid., 278; see W. Macmahon Ball, Japan: Enemy or Ally? (Melbourne: Franklin Classics, 2018).
32  Miller, Wife and Baggage to Follow, 30–41.
33  Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo’.
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a  later diplomat recalled.34 After the San Francisco peace treaty was 
signed, three parcels of adjoining land were bought in 1952 and 1953: 
the ‘Asano block’, the ‘Negoro block’, and the ‘Ministry of Finance block’. 
Payments were made from the A£330,000 which was Australia’s share 
of funds ‘held in Japan as a result of [unspecified] equipment disposed of 
by the BCOF’.35 The money had to be spent in Japan: it was, in effect, 
a reparations payment. Australia also bought the ‘Itō house’ opposite the 
residence for the commercial counsellor.36

A succession of distinguished Australians took up residence in Mita, the 
first ambassador being Dr E. Ronald Walker in 1952. As circumstances 
changed, various outbuildings were removed or relocated, and the large 
common refrigerator was replaced. The two kura were made into staff 
flats. The contents of the septic tank were collected and paid for by 
companies needing fertiliser.37 In Sir Alan Watt’s time (1956–59), Lady 
Watt added a rose garden in the north-west corner.38 A new chancery and 
staff residences were built in the tenure of Sir Laurence McIntyre (1960–
65) and a tennis court was laid at a cost of A£100 over the original archery 
field. Sir Allen and Lady Brown (1965–68) installed air conditioning and 
a west-facing, Fuji-viewing window, shaped like the sacred mountain, 
which provided a fine vista on a clear day.39 Sir Gordon and Lady Freeth 
(1970–73) preferred lighter internal surroundings, and had the beautiful 
wood panelling in the downstairs rooms painted white. The Steinway 
grand, which had appeared during the occupation, was sold and replaced 
by a smaller Kawai piano.

The sporadic debate about whether to keep the residence was temporarily 
resolved when Sir Keith Shann was ambassador (1974–79), and more 
improvements to plumbing, wiring, water supply, air conditioning, 
and guest and staff accommodation were made. Grey carpet from the 
Australian  Pavilion at the Okinawa Expo ’75, ‘dull but serviceable’ 
according to Lady Currie, was laid in all the public rooms. A large wine 
cellar took the place of what had been an air raid shelter, and the ‘Bunker 
Bar’ nearby continued to provide for Friday night relaxation. The upstairs 
bedrooms were modified in readiness for the next incumbent, John 

34  Debenham, Waiting ’Round the Bend, 273.
35  Weatherstone, ‘The Australian Embassy Tokyo’.
36  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
37  Walker, But I Digress, 111–67.
38  Mildred Watt, Land of Sun and Storm (Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire, 1966), 10.
39  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
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Menadue, his wife Cynthia and their five children (1977–81).40 
The  Menadues were Japan-enthusiasts like most of their predecessors. 
The kitchen in the basement, Cynthia Menadue recalled, was connected 
to the living quarters on the first floor by a dumb waiter, in which the 
children took rides.41 The residence was quieter when Sir James Plimsoll, 
a bachelor, took over in 1981. He left to become governor of Tasmania 
the following year.

Sir Neil and Lady Currie returned to Tokyo in 1982, having married and 
lived there during his first posting as third secretary in 1951–53. Like 
many other Australians who were married in the residence over the years, 
they remembered it fondly. Determined to preserve the building, the 
Curries had the white paint stripped and the panelling refinished. They 
replaced the grey carpet with the previous Persian (Pakistani) rugs and 
restored the parquet floor. The kitchen was also upgraded. What remained 
of the teahouse was rebuilt as a tennis pavilion in 1985, complete with 
a drinks machine. To provide funds for the renovations, Sir Neil sold the 
embassy’s holiday cottage at Karuizawa, which had been bought during 
the occupation and was deteriorating. John Menadue had moved Australia 
Day to April so guests on the lawn could admire the cherry blossom, and 
Geraldine Currie introduced Japanese folk-dancing there in the summer. 
She spoke often with the priests at the nearby shrine and assured them 
that Australia would look after its heritage site. She researched the history 
of the residence and garden in great detail.42

Building a New Embassy
At the time when Sir James Plimsoll departed for Tasmania, the Australian 
government was concerned about the cost of leasing accommodation for 
staff in overseas posts. The government occupied 1,567 offices and houses 
overseas, 67 per cent of which were leased (in 1985 and 1986) at a cost of 
A$40 million.43 The property in Tokyo on Mita Avenue was an attractive 
and obvious source of potential revenue. On the large original estate were 

40  Ibid.
41  Cynthia Menadue, Shadows on the Shoji: A Personal View of Japan (Sydney: John Ferguson, 
1985), 22.
42  Currie, ‘A History of the Australian Embassy Gardens’.
43  Cabinet Submission 3268—Strategy for Australian government property in Tokyo, 18 September 
1985, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A14039, 3268.
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the chancery and the residence, three houses for senior officers, a small 
block of apartments for junior personnel, and on the other side of the 
road, a block of spacious apartments built in the 1970s for other staff.

Australian government architects consulted Japanese authorities about the 
value of the residence, including the son and grandson of the original 
architect, Moriyama Matsunosuke (K. and O.  Moriyama), the Social 
and Education Section of Minato-ku, and the Japan National Trust. 
Neil Currie recalled:

There were as many opinions as there were representatives but, 
overall, the general opinion was that, as the property belonged 
to Australia, it was the Australian Government’s business and 
few Japanese would be fussed one way or the other should the 
building be demolished. Some considered the building and its 
contents of value, others felt its historical value was ‘medium to 
low,’ but all agreed that it had been meticulously cared for. It was 
listed as a ‘significant building built between 1870 and 1940’ in 
a book published in Japanese in 1980 by the Japan Institute 
of Architects, but was not listed under the Cultural Property 
Protection Department of the Agency for Cultural Affairs, nor 
by the local Ward office. Tsuna’s Well was included on a list of 
places of historical interest in Minato-ku. The Japan National 
Trust had the last word and I quote from their report: ‘not only in 
the outside structure, but also in the interior design, they are very 
worthy to conserve …’44

The perennial question of savings arose in 1982, again in 1983, and in 
1985, when Tom Uren, minister for the Department of Local Government 
and Administrative Services (DOLGAS), set out to ‘seek agreement to 
advertising in Australia and Japan for expressions of interest’ to construct 
accommodation on the existing site and thereby reduce accommodation 
costs in Japan.45 This, the brief stated, would produce security, reliable 
and adequate facilities as well as recreational facilities in a ‘difficult 
cultural environment’. One suggestion was that the trade office needed 
a separate ‘shop-front’ in the commercial district, as much of the work 
of the embassy—as for most other embassies in Tokyo—was focused on 

44  Currie, quoted by Trevor Wilson, personal communication with Alison Broinowski, 2018. 
Because the property was owned by a foreign country, by 1980 Japanese agencies did not list it for 
protection.
45  Cabinet Memorandum 4692—Savings option—1987–1988 Budget—sales and redevelopment 
of Tokyo Embassy site (Mita Avenue), 18 September 1985, NAA: A14039, 3268.
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trade with Japan. Australia’s exports were mainly coal and beef, making 
the United States with its strong postwar relationship with Japan a major 
competitor. Another suggestion was that existing staff accommodation on 
the site should be demolished and replaced by 33 staff apartments, but 
that the Japanese garden and the formal gardens should be preserved—
‘integrated with the present Chancery and the Official Residence’ and 
‘with no detriment to the site’. Asked for its views, the Trade Department 
reported that the Australian Department of Housing and Construction 
‘considered it unlikely that Australian construction firms would work in 
Japan or in a co-operative arrangement with a Japanese firm’.46

As late as March 1987, DOLGAS stated that ‘the main Embassy site, the 
HOM [head of mission] residence and the traditional garden should, for 
historic and representational reasons, be retained’.

However, Japan’s economy was booming, the exchange rate was climbing 
rapidly, and a large profit could confidently be expected from the sale of 
land in one of the best parts of Tokyo. A square metre could command 
A$110,000 and Australia had 600 square metres and a budget deficit. 
As Geoff Miller (ambassador, 1986–89) recalled:

Australia was in recession, and Japan was in a land and housing 
bubble. Someone in Canberra put the two together and with 
pressures on the national Budget very much in mind the decision 
was taken to sell part of the Embassy land, rebuild on the retained 
portion and use the rest of the proceeds to save the Budget. Two 
officials from Canberra, Harold Heinrich from the Treasury 
and a senior administrative officer, came to Tokyo to make the 
arrangement for the partial sale. I argued strongly against aspects 
of the proposal, and in a series of unavailing telegrams to Canberra 
tried to limit the amount of land to be sold, to keep a reasonable 
amount of the historic garden in Embassy hands. But the land was 
just too valuable, and I failed.47

Discussions and consultations continued until a task force was set up 
to look into all aspects of the development. It included DOLGAS and 
Finance, with a representative of the Melbourne-based architectural firm 
DCM, which was hired as a ‘consultant’.

46  Cabinet Memorandum 4692—Tokyo—consolidation of the Australian government’s property 
holdings and disposal of land surplus to requirements, 17 February 1986, NAA: A14039, 3268.
47  W.G.T. Miller, personal communication with Alison Broinowski, 2017.
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Unsurprisingly, the task force found that embassy design was complex and 
involved ‘specialist user and security requirements’. Equally unsurprising 
was the observation that the design scheme being developed was ‘intended 
to reflect requirements for a functional and appropriate building in which 
size and costs are contained’. However, a warning that both political and 
media criticism could be expected if the embassy complex were to be 
designed by a Japanese architectural firm, appeared to reveal the interests 
of the task force members more than an appreciation of the capacities of 
Japanese architects, several of whom were better known around the world 
than their Australian counterparts.

In June 1987, as Geoff Miller remembers, DOLGAS advertised for 
expressions of interest for the development of the site based on the existing 
redevelopment concept:

I think a number of major Japanese companies, including Shimizu 
Constructions, a very leading firm, submitted designs, but in 
a  process which I neither understood nor uncovered, Denton 
Corker Marshall’s role was changed from supervising the design 
competition to becoming the designers themselves … Anyway, in 
their new role they conducted extensive consultations with staff 
members and families about the new office and living quarters, 
but we eventually concluded that they had really arrived with their 
minds made up.48

Finally, in an undated attachment to the Amended Decision, the task 
force outlined several ideas for selling or disposing of the land. This 
included proposals that a new head of mission residence be included in 
the redevelopment and that ‘restraint in the provision of accommodation 
is appropriate’.49 In a 1991 publication by a London firm, the DCM 
architects dismissed the ‘small village’ approach. This would have separated 
the chancery, the apartment building, and the ambassador’s residence, 
which, ‘used for the brandy and cigars aspect of diplomacy, would have 
stood alone surrounded by lawns’. For DCM, which had designed the 
Australian embassy in Beijing, both projects demonstrated ‘commitment 
to the public patronage of architecture’. In Tokyo, the bold modern design 
was ‘rooted in a European tradition’, according to the architects.50

48  Ibid.
49  Cabinet Decision 9333/ER(Amended)—Possible sale of Tokyo Embassy—Without Submission, 
27 April 1987, NAA: A13979, 9333/ER.
50  Deyan Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo, Architects Denton Corker Marshall (London: Wordsearch, 
1991), no page numbers.
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The residence was demolished in 1987 and the Japanese-style half of the 
garden (1.2  hectares) was sold for A$640 million to the construction 
company C. Itoh (Itō-chu). By the time the proceeds arrived, Australia’s 
budget deficit had already been wiped out. The 400-year-old pine tree 
died and Tsuna’s Well dried up, both literally and figuratively. Trevor 
Wilson used wood from the tree to frame a small stained-glass window. 
The Millers and the Curries each received a ‘gargoyle’ from the residence 
roof as souvenirs. Some stained glass, a screen and the Hachisuka propeller 
went into the new residence, but Tsuna’s inscribed stone and most of the 
stone lanterns were sold, as was the stone turtle, which Rachel Miller had 
tried to save by hiding it in the garden. We have seen no record of who 
bought them, the prices they fetched, or the fate of other contents of 
the residence.

For Itō-chu the result was not so profitable. The company had agreed 
that they would not build on the part of the land where Tsuna’s Well was 
situated, and they planned a high-rise development of a residential and 
office building of 110 floors—as high as Tokyo Tower and higher than the 
Eiffel. But the Mita authorities refused to grant Itō-chu permission to build 
anything higher than four storeys on the site (in the tennis court area) and 
it remained unused for 30 years, losing the company A$600 million.51 
The people in Itō-chu responsible for the purchase lost their jobs and the 
company’s aspirations for a high-rise development were not realised until 
this advertisement for apartments appeared in 2018:

Park Mansion Mita Tsunamachi. ‘The Forest’ is a brand-new, 
11-storey condominium located on a large 6,100 sqm site directly 
south of the Australian Embassy. It is directly across the street 
from the gardens of the historic members-only Tsunamachi 
Mitsui Club as well as Mitsui’s very first Park Mansion building—
Mita Tsunamachi Park Mansion (1971)  …  The building will 
be surrounded by carefully landscaped gardens designed by 
California-based Daniel Garness. The gardens will feature 
a  number of traditional Japanese lanterns and stonework and 
will blend seamlessly with the adjoining embassy  …  The most 
desirable apartments are those facing north and east as they 
overlook the embassy and Mitsui Club grounds.52

51  Debenham, Waiting ’Round the Bend, 207.
52  ‘Mita Tsunamachi Park Mansion’, Japan Property Central, japanpropertycentral.com/mita-
tsunamachi-park-mansion/2018, accessed 17 May 2021.

http://japanpropertycentral.com/mita-tsunamachi-park-mansion/2018
http://japanpropertycentral.com/mita-tsunamachi-park-mansion/2018
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Under the supervision of the Melbourne architects, redevelopment of the 
remaining site took place in 1988–90. In DCM’s view, the financing and 
completion of the project in three years was ‘a remarkable entrepreneurial 
and architectural success story’, and the embassy is ‘a building of great 
presence and subtlety’ which presents Australia ‘in a forceful, confident 
manner’. Internally, DCM added, a ‘high degree of prefabrication’ allowed 
for fast construction.53 A diplomat present at the time saw it differently: 
DCM delivered ‘a brutishly cluttered design and functional outcome and 
the Hachisuka mansion hit the dust’.54 Elevated on turrets on each side 
of the entrance, two coats of arms displayed Australia’s native symbols—
enclosed in stainless steel cages. In what remained of the garden, the lawn 
and the cherry, pine, maple and eucalyptus trees were retained, as were 
the wrought iron gates. The beautiful old porte-cochère was installed 
as a non-functional, separate structure. The Kawai grand piano and the 
Pakistani rugs reappeared in Shanghai, to the surprise of Murray McLean, 
the consul-general, who later became ambassador in Tokyo.55

DCM asked those who would live in the new apartments for their views, 
but they were not reflected in the design. The kitchen proposed for the 
ambassador’s apartment was unsuitable for entertaining large numbers 
of guests. In the architects’ view, it would be more democratic to install 
a large kitchen and entertainment area in the chancery for common 
use. They were eventually persuaded that this was impractical, but due 
to restrictions of space, the ambassador’s expanded kitchen was divided 
between two floors, inconveniently connected by an open staircase. 
Uehara-san, who had been major-domo for successive ambassadors, 
found himself working in a dark basement room. On the day the first 
occupants of the ambassador’s apartment, Rawdon and Ross Dalrymple, 
moved in, they were to host a formal dinner for Japanese and other guests. 
For the cook, who like his predecessors and colleagues had dedicatedly 
served the embassy for many years, the transition proved too much. Ross 
and her daughter took over, producing the dinner on their own and trying 
to make a pavlova while the butler plied the waiting guests with Scotch.56

53  Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo.
54  Debenham, Waiting ’Round the Bend, 204.
55  Murray McLean, personal communication with Alison Broinowski, 2017.
56  Ross Dalrymple, personal communication with Alison Broinowski, 2018.
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The upstairs living quarters for the ambassador and his family were 
very cramped. A later ambassador, John McCarthy, said that the formal 
downstairs area was quite dark despite looking out onto the garden, and 
the lobby opened directly onto the dining table.

Fortunately, funds became available to extend that area further out into 
the garden, giving it more light and space.57 The largest apartments 
were allocated to the most senior staff members (the minister, the trade 
commissioner and others), and the rest of the apartments went to those 
already in Tokyo, based first on family considerations and then on a ballot 
system. An occupant of the minister’s apartment objected that the narrow 
entrance lacked a geta bako (shoe cupboard) and guest toilet. Two other 
early occupants of the embassy apartments were Michelle and Geoff 
Marginson, both officers in the embassy, who arrived with two children 
and a nanny. The Marginsons were given a three-bedroom apartment with 
access from the street and small rooms, half of which were subterranean, 
with used furniture that took up too much space. Although the larger 
apartments could accommodate receptions for about 50 people, the 
smaller ones were not suitable for entertaining and most people at junior 
levels, including the Marginsons, held such events elsewhere.58

It was rumoured that some of the bathroom fittings had been intended 
for a primary or middle school, as the general height of the fittings was 
so low.59 Michelle Marginson commented that her 6’5” (1.9 m) husband 
had to kneel on the floor to clean his teeth!60 Design problems also 
affected other apartments—a married couple were forced to have their 
small child sleep in their bedroom because there was no other suitable 
room on that floor. Other design factors generated a degree of rivalry 
among the residents, particularly those in small apartments who felt they 
could be scrutinised by passers-by.

The recreational facilities, however, were good and included a swimming 
pool and a recreation room with bar and club facilities, topped with 
a tennis court. The chancery foyer has been described as beautiful, with 
views of the garden from waist-high windows, although others find it 
rather dark. The offices are spacious and well interrelated. Nonetheless, 

57  John McCarthy, personal communication with Alison Broinowski, 2018.
58  Michelle Marginson, personal communication with Rachel Miller, 2018.
59  Christine Wilson, personal communication with Rachel Miller, 2018.
60  Michelle Marginson, personal communication with Rachel Miller, 2018.
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as has happened in other posts, by the time the chancery was completed 
it was not big enough. Some of the integrated departments, such as 
Immigration, felt they needed more room.

The Australian embassy in Tokyo, DCM stated, would have ‘the visual 
and architectural staying power’ to make its presence lastingly felt in the 
city.61 Since the 1990s its occupants and visitors have known only the 
new building. But the old Hachisuka residence and its gardens will always 
be missed by those who knew and loved them. As Louise Walker said, 
the sale and demolition saddened her ‘as it would the loss of a friend’.62 
Nothing in Tokyo is really permanent—including, unfortunately, the old 
Australian embassy residence and its garden.

61  Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo.
62  Walker, But I Digress, 167.
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