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Abstract

Adapting techniques applied across the globe for thousands of years, earth
building as a form of vernacular architecture has been a prominent part
of English rural houses for centuries and was ubiquitous across regional
Australia and New Zealand as an essential feature of colonial settlement.
This article considers the rebirth of earth (later environmental) building in
the immediate post-Second World War years in Victoria, Australia. Faced
with a housing shortage, emergent government science saw the practical
benefits of rationalising house building and design, while a new generation
of artisans looked to connect with the landscape and natural features as
part of a modern, simple, yet politically and culturally ‘tuned-in’ form of
citizenship. This altermodern refashioning of an essentially relegated style
of housing was largely instigated by local draughtsman and builder Alistair
Knox who experimented, developed and popularised earth houses, founding
a new movement of ‘muddies’ that has since become a legitimate building
modality and profession across the country. A formative but long-overlooked
aspect of an emergent ecological consciousness, promoting housing as a
vehicle for creative and conscious living was enacted on the outskirts of post-
war Melbourne, a generation before counter-cultural architecture emerged
as a powerful sign of the self and became a vital nexus and vehicle for
environmental expression, thinking and action.
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Nature acts on man, man reacts on nature, and this produces Australian
environmental building.

—Alistair Knox, quoted in C. Bertie, New House from Old Material’,
Australian Womens Weekly, 15 June 1966, 22.

In line with other settlements across the colonial diaspora, Australia has a history
of vernacular architecture in which the construction of cottages, homesteads,
schools and workshops used locally gathered materials as the most efficient way
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of creating settlement.! In the 1890s these techniques fell out of fashion, widely
perceived as primitive and counter to a modernising nation building with brick and
steel to better serve its progressive vision.” In the 1940s, Melbourne draughtsman
and builder Alistair Knox (1912-1986) revived the relegated housing style and,
alongside an engineer for the newly created Commonwealth Experimental Building
Station (CEBS), repopularised and legitimatised houses made from the earth on
which they stood. Knox’s radical idea—that man and nature were inextricably linked
as a function of building, quoted here from 1966—aligned with the modernist
endeavour to include nature as an agent in architecture. But his positioning also
challenged the historically dismissive relationship of Australians with the land, while
demonstrating an early example of passive solar design, casting an eye to how humans
engage with their homes, and how they, in turn, relate to their surroundings, the
broader landscape, the climatic conditions and the seasons.?

Beyond a pragmatism born of scarcity in response to post-war housing and material
shortages, earth builders in Victoria were responding to the trajectory of suburban
life as it epitomised, in their eyes, excessive materialism and wanton environmental
destruction.* Born out of a nascent bohemian antipathy to suburbia, and
a formative part of the discourses and practices of home ownership often implicated
in the political, cultural and material boundaries of home in Australia, a new avant-
garde of young urban intellectuals questioned the structures of capitalism through
the lens of Australian liberalism, with an eye to the romantic bush tradition of
an unspoilt rural life.” This article considers the 1940s rise of the hand-built mud
house as a rejection of rising affluence, and a refashioning of vernacular architecture

1 “Vernacular’ refers to a type of local or regional construction that uses materials and resources from the area where
the building is located. It is ‘built to meet specific needs, accommodate the values, economy, and lifestyles of a specific
culture’. See Paul Oliver, Built to Meer Needs: Cultural Issues in Vernacular Architecture (London: Routledge, 2006),
iv, doi.org/10.4324/9780080476308. See also Gordon Young, ‘Colonial Building Techniques in South Australia’,
Vernacular Architecture 17, no. 1 (1986): 1-20, 297-310, doi.org/10.1179/vea.1986.17.1.1; Fiona Bush, ‘The
Convicts’ Contribution to the Built Environment of Colonial Western Australia between 18501880’ (PhD diss.,
Curtin University, 2012); Cathy Keys, ‘Shifting priorities of shade and northern Australian architecture: Colonial
settlement prior to the 19205, ABE Journal: Architecture beyond Europe, no. 17 (2020), doi.org/10.4000/abe.8008,
journals.openedition.org/abe/8008; Katrina Dernelley, ‘Our Land of Adoption: Seeking Home in a Gold Rush
Landscape’, History Australia (2021): 1-15, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2021.1956340.

2 Graeme Davison argues that any history of Australian housing must consider the ‘formative relationship
between homeland dreams and the character of the colonial house’. Thus, colonists’ generally dismissive and
eradicative relationship to the original inhabitants can be read in a desire to transcend the land’s ‘primitive’ history
through the building of a new society. See his ‘Colonial Origins of the Australian Home’, in A History of European
Housing in Australia, ed. Patrick Troy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6-25.

3 Passive solar design systems are used to collect, store and distribute thermal energy by natural radiation,
conduction and convection through design alongside a particular selection of building materials. See Daniel A.
Barber et al., ‘Architecture, Environment, History: Questions and Consequences’, Architectural Theory Review 22,
no. 2 (2018): 249-86, doi.org/10.1080/13264826.2018.1482725.

4 Min Hall, ‘Back to Earth: Earth Building in Aotearoa New Zealand 1945-65’, Proceedings of the Society of
Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand 36 (2020): 205-16.

5 Aidan Davison, ‘In the Privacy of Your Own Nature: Political Ontology, Urban Nature and Home Ownership
in Australia’, in Housing and Home Unbound: Intersections in Economics, Environment and Politics in Australia, ed.

Nicole Therese Cook, Aidan Davison and Louise Crabtree (New York: Routledge, 2016), 99.
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that saw modern Australian builders and designers respond to local features,
landscapes and climatic conditions as formative to creating shelter in a new way,
a concept only recently acknowledged as best practice for sustainable design and
low-carbon building.®

Knox was inspired by the architects Frank Lloyd Wright and Walter Burley Griffin,
themselves distinguished exemplars of the late nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts
love of nature in design. Through his design and approach he tapped into an
emergent enthusiasm for modern architecture that, according to Tony Dingle and
Seamus O’Hanlon, looked to ‘change the world; with Utopian creations of light,
structural experiment and sunshine’ amidst a search for an appropriate landscape
and architectural response to Australian conditions.” Over four decades, Knox
had a hand in 1,260 documented buildings and over 600 houses. Through these
buildings and his later writing, he posited earth building as the critical nexus for a
broad social, moral and political philosophy he called ‘living in the environment’.?
Yet Knox’s life, body of work and texts remain absent from housing histories and the
development of environmental and ecological thinking, and are only briefly noted
in discussions of modernism in Australian gardens and architecture.” As I have
written elsewhere, while Australian histories of ecological thought and action have
focused on large-scale and highly emotive campaigns, they have often overlooked
more localised, individualised relationships to home and place.'” Being embedded in
the act of living and working in nature, as Richard White reminds us, means claims
from the margins concerning modernity, progress and beneficial social change in
environmental literature should not be discounted." This article will in turn consider
issues of labour and gender, and challenges to rising materialism in the post-war

6 Tony Dingle, ‘Necessity the Mother of Invention, or Do-It-Yourself’, in A History of European Housing in
Australia, ed. Troy, 57-76.

7 Tony Dingle and Seamus O’Hanlon, ‘Modernism versus Domesticity: The Contest to Shape Melbourne’s
Homes, 1945-1960’, Australian Historical Studies 27, no. 109 (1997): 35.

8  Alistair Knox, Living in the Environment (Canterbury, Vic.: Mullaya Publications, 1975); the title of this article
is drawn from his second book, Alternative Housing: Building with the Head, the Heart and the Hand (Sutherland,
NSW: Lion, 1980).

9  John Frank Williams, 7he Quarantined Culture: Australian Reactions to Modernism, 1913—1939 (Melbourne:
Cambridge University Press, 1995); Lee Stickells, “And Everywhere Those Strange Polygonal Igloos™: Framing a
History of Australian Countercultural Architecture’, in Open: Proceedings of the Society of Architectural Historians,
Australia and New Zealand, vol. 2, ed. Alexandra Brown and Andrew Leach (Gold Coast, Qld: SAHANZ, 2013),
555-68; Marion Mahony Griffin et al., Beyond Architecture: Marion Mahony and Walter Burley Griffin: America,
Australia, India (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1998); Martin Mulligan and Stuart Hill, Ecological
Pioneers: A Social History of Australian Ecological Thought and Action (Cambridge and Oakleigh, Vic.: Cambridge
University Press, 2001); Katrina Dernelley, “The Building of the Garden: Arts & Crafts Gardens in Australia,
1880-1914’, Garden History 33, no. 1 (Summer 2005): 118-26.

10 Rachel Goldlust, Alistair Knox (1912-1986) and the Birth of Environmental Building in Australia’, Arcadia
18 (2016), www.environmentandsociety.org/node/7680, accessed 19 April 2022; Rachel Goldlust, “Working from
Home: An Oral History of Activism, Gender and the Environment, journal of Oral History Australia 43 (2021):
85-113.

11 Richard White, “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?” Work and Nature’, in Uncommon
Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996), 177.
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period, positing the ‘muddies’ as a brief stay against the comprehensive move
towards suburban and housing uniformity that saw some Australians reconsider
the building, function, operation and aesthetic of their homes, prefiguring a broad
international ‘ecological turn’ of the 1960s that realigned perceptions and physical
awareness to the natural world."

Small homes, modernism and the refashioning
of mud

Between 1911 and 1947, Australia’s urban population doubled, with a large
proportion centred on the outskirts of major cities. In the immediate post-1945
period, following an increase in affluence and upward mobility, and soon stewarded
by the conservative Prime Minister Robert Menzies (in office 1949-66), came a rise
in traditional politics and a rapid suburbanisation of cultural life.” As Fiona Allon
and Judith Brett have argued, ideas of home provided a central organising index of
identity, and became the battleground for the enactment of political beliefs, with the
suburbs replacing the bush as central to nation-building, citizenship and what did
and did not constitute ‘civilisation’.'* Providing the vanguard of what Mike Berry
has termed a ‘home-owning democracy’, prosperity, equity and independence were
no longer associated with a rural selection or plot, but were now largely equated
with a quarter-acre (0.1 hectare) block in the suburbs.”

Following years of depression and both material and economic shortages, the
Commonwealth Housing Commission, appointed in April 1943 to assess the state
of Australia’s housing stock, reported a shortfall in accommodation of 300,000
housing units in 1944.'® As the magnitude of the looming shortage became clear,
a group of architects established a Small House Bureau consisting of state-based
services to reinvigorate the housing landscape. In Victoria, the director of the RVIA

12 Thomass$. J. Smith, ‘Ecological Ethics of Care and the Multiple Self: Revisiting the Roots of Environmentalism’,
in Sustainability, Wellbeing and the Posthuman Turn (Cham: Palgrave Pivot, 2019), 63-90, doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-319-94078-6_4; Maril Hazlett, “Voices from the Spring: Silent Spring and the Ecological Turn in American
Health', in Seeing Nature Through Gender, ed. Virginia Scharff (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2003),
103-28.

13 Tony Dingle and Lionel Frost, ‘Sustaining Suburbia: An Historical Perspective on Australia’s Urban Growth’,
in Australian Cities: Issues, Strategies and Policies for Urban Australia in the 1990s, ed. Patrick Troy (Melbourne:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 28.

14 Fiona Allon, ‘At Home in the Suburbs’, History Australia 11, no. 1 (2014): 13-36, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2
013.11668498; Judith Brett, Robers Menzies' Forgotten People (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Publishing, 2014).
15 More than 50 per cent of the population were home owners by the turn of the twentieth century. This figure
climbed to 70 per cent in the first 15 years after the Second World War. See Mike Berry, ‘Unravelling the “Australian
Housing Solution™: The Post-War Years’, Housing, Theory and Society 16, no. 3 (1999): 106, doi.org/10.1080/
14036099950149974.

16  L.P.D. O’ Connor, Commonwealth Housing Commission Final Report (Sydney: Ministry of Post-war Reconstruction,
1944), 19.
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Small Homes Service (1947-53) was the celebrated modernist architect Robin
Boyd (1919-1971)." Boyd wanted Australians to join him on the high ground of
good taste epitomised by architect-designed modern homes. While he believed the
average city dweller should not attempt to plan their dream home, Boyd supported
the notion that ‘they should build it themselves’."® Strongly opposed to prefabricated
components, he penned a weekly column in 7he Age that began to feature a young
draughtsman experimenting with earth."” Earth building could help solve the
housing crisis, Boyd informed a growing readership desperate for cost-effective and
accessible alternatives, since earth walls were ‘cheap, strong, weatherproof, and highly
insulating’. The materials are already on ‘your vacant building site’, he declared.
Thus, it seemed reasonable to ‘make it of mud!?

As one of the most abundant forms of vernacular housing globally and historically,
earth buildings integrate natural systems, landscapes, weather patterns and colour
tones.”! The most common construction material is mud, which has been used in
a variety of building techniques, such as cob, pisé de terre (Figure 1) and adobe,
since humans first began creating shelters 10,000 years ago.*> Over the centuries,
indigenous forms of earthen shelter have developed on every continent.” Bruce
Pascoe notes that across Australia permanent housing was in fact a feature of the
pre-contact Aboriginal economy, and observable from ‘the far Kimberley to Cape
York, from the Hutt River to Tasmania, from Brewarina to Hamilton.?* The
misapprehension arose, Pascoe claims, when Europeans came upon ‘houses built
to accommodate forty people [and] resorted to words such as “huts” or “hovels”
to describe buildings that in rural Ireland would have been called croft houses’.”
As in colonial settlement across the Americas and New Zealand, earth construction
was integral to early settlers’ adaptation of European technologies to suit local
environments.

17 Boyd’s Service managed a small team of architects, producing a design a week characterised by an economical
use of space, solar orientation and maximised living space that was published in 7he Age. See Rory Hyde, “What
Would Boyd Do? A Small Homes Service for Today’, architectureau.com/articles/what-would-boyd-do, accessed
14 April 2022.

18 Robyn Boyd, ‘Small Homes—Service Of the Royal Victorian Institute Of Architects, The First Step To A Home’,
The Age, 16 July 1947, 5.

19 Robyn Boyd, ‘(Mud) House of the Week’, 7he Age, 17 November 1948, 4; ‘House of the Week—Quotes for
Pise’, The Age, 16 June 1948, 4; ‘Outer Suburbs Ban Mud Construction House No. V21, 7he Age, 5 May 1948, 4.
20 Robyn Boyd, “The Materials for Adobe Construction Are Already on Your Vacant Building Site. Make It of
Mud?’, The Age, 17 March 1948, 3.

21 Itis estimated that between a third and a half of the world’s population live in buildings constructed of earth.
See Ronald Rael, Earth Architecture (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009), 9-12.

22 ‘Pisé de terre’ or ‘pis¢ is a nineteenth-century building method meaning ‘earth in place’, now largely
interchangeable with rammed earth. ‘Adobe’ is traced from the Middle Egyptian word ‘dj-b-t’ meaning ‘mud brick’
made from clay, soil and straw, and dried in the sun. See Marshall Joseph Becker, Adobe and Rammed Earth
Buildings: Design and Construction’, Material Culture 35, no. 2 (2003): 79-82.

23 Michael Moquin, ‘Ancient Solutions For Future Sustainability: Building With Adobe, Rammed Earth, and
Mud’, Adobe Journal 4 (1994): 543-52.

24 Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu (Broome, WA: Magabala Books, 2014), 97.

25 Ibid., 104.
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In his newspaper column, Boyd acknowledged the long history of earthen homes
across Australia, and conceded that although their popularity had faded following
the rise of imported materials and machinery, it had not completely disappeared.®
Shortly after, 7he Herald reported on the irony of soldiers who had recently served
across the Middle East and who had seen whole towns built of earth, being forced on
their return to live in ‘crowded rooms, stable lofts, and on mother-in-law’s veranda’,
while the means to build houses ‘lies literally under their feet'.?” With reference to
the prejudice of local housing authorities against unorthodox materials and styles,
such articles were slowly reframing earth building in the light of an expanding
modernist campaign geared towards stylish, logical and rational housing aiming to
respond to its surroundings.

Figure 1: ‘Wide Interest in Pisé Building Construction’, The Telegraph (Brisbane),
8 August 1945, 4.

Source: Held by the author.

26  Approximately 9,000 inhabited earth houses were recorded in the 1933 census in Australia. Cited in ‘Earth
Wall Construction Pise and Adobe in Australia’, Building and Engineering, 24 February 1951, 81-6. Any reference
to precolonial inhabitants using earth or natural materials was never cited, and probably actively ignored.

27  ‘Huts of Mud May Bring Us Back to Earth in Housing’, 7be Herald (Melbourne), 1 April 1948, 4.
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Having taken up free tertiary training that was provided to ex-servicemen, Knox,
then 34, started a part-time evening course in Building Practice and Theory at the
Melbourne Technical College (now the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology)
in 1946. There he connected with the city-based New Art movement of Arthur
Boyd, John Perceval, Sidney Nolan, David Boyd, Neil Douglas and Bert Tucker.”®
In his memoir, Knox described a critical encounter with the emerging artist and
experienced self-builder Matcham Skipper that led him out to Montsalvat, located
25 km from the centre of Melbourne in the then bushy outskirts of the suburbs.”
Since 1934, Montsalvat had been the nexus of Melbourne’s bohemian artistic
community. It maintained an underlying philosophy of pursuing a life ‘free of
materialism, oppression and prurience’, according to its founder Justus Jorgensen
(1893-1975).%° Providing both a physical backdrop and an ideological basis for a
community focused on the aesthetics of craftsmanship, Jorgensen had revived the
use of pisé, adobe and local mudstone, practices not seen widely since the turn of
the century.

Deeply impressed by the architecture, practices and core attitudes of the Montsalvat
artists, Knox continued to work at the State Savings Bank of Victoria, while at
weekends he started building ‘the English house’ for the returned serviceman Frank
English.?! This was Knox’s first project that utilised mud from the shallow, clay-rich
hills, and tapped into ready labour congregating in the area. The labour was made
up of city escapees who shared a similar left-wing and intellectual orientation; Knox
started designing homes that reflected both the individual values of their inhabitants
and the landscape on which they were being built.*? The celebrated writer and
film director Tim Burstall (1927-2004) was one of Knox’s first apprentices. In his
memoir, Burstall recalls how such work enabled the building of their own homes,
sharing a vital task with a burgeoning community of ‘like-minded people ... starting
to dream of a self-supporting Australia’.*

28 Richard Haese, Rebels and Precursors: The Revolutionary Years of Australian Art (Melbourne: Penguin, 1988),
5-10.

29  Alistair Knox, ‘Bohemian Associations’, in A Middle Class Man: An Autobiography (unpublished, n.d.),
alistairknox.org/books/1, accessed 2 May 2022.

30 Jenny Teichman, ‘Jorgensen of Montsalvat’, Quadrant 29, no. 6 (1985): 26.

31 For a fuller compendium of Knox’s work see RBA Architects, ‘English House’, Banyule Heritage Study 2020
(January 2022), 10-17.

32 Jenni Mitchell, ‘Bohemia in Eltham’, Meanjin 64, no. 1-2 (2005): 77.

33 Tim Burstall, Memoirs of a Young Bastard: The Diaries of Tim Burstall, November 1953 to December 1954
(Melbourne: Miegunyah Press, 2012), 5.
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Figure 2: The Periwinkle House, 1948. Designed by Alistair Knox. Built by Sonia
Skipper, Horrie Judd, Tony Jackson and others for Mr and Mrs J. Holmes.
Source: Photograph reproduced with the permission of the Eltham District Historical Society.

Figure 3: The Busst House (1948-49). Designed by Alistair Knox. Built by Horrie
Judd, Wynn Roberts, Peter Glass and others.

Source: Photograph reproduced with the permission of the Eltham District Historical Society.
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Continuing the work of Jorgensen, alongside another writer and experimental self-
builder John Harcourt (1902-1971) also working in Eltham, Knox instigated a
renaissance of mud-brick building across the leafy peri-urban region. Contributing
to a critical ideological nexus of nationalism and ‘new world-minded thinking’
that had emerged amongst the largely urban bohemian intelligentsia, the bush was
transformed into a civilised space, imbued with modernist ideas of the home in
relation to its immediate environment.** Although mud building had long had
associations with an indigenous culture only just being critically re-examined, this
altermodern revival interwove traditional building philosophies with modern styles
and environmental concerns.” It managed to champion a romantic bush ethos
that ignored the contribution of indigenous civilisations, whilst still promoting the
natural world and rejecting the disconnection from basic needs encapsulated by
modernity itself. Drawing here on Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s concept of
‘altermodernity’, such activities signify a ‘decisive break with modernity and the
power relation that defines it’, while also providing critical alternatives that engage
questions of meaning and identity.*® Diverging aesthetically from the Arts and
Crafts modernists who first inculcated the indivisibility of house and surrounds
into Australian house design, the post-war earth builders did embrace the previous
generation’s commitment to civic improvement.”’” While supportive of Robin
Boyd’s agenda to improve the living aesthetic of all Australians, the muddies
were experimenting with relationships to power and authority, as seen through
their radical approach to labour and production, reflecting their disillusionment
with material success and domination over nature, as exemplified by the
ever-expanding suburbs.

By the late 1940s, Knox’s growing number of projects were challenging perceptions
that earth couldn’t be included in Boyd’s modernist enterprise. For many working-
class owner-builders, earth construction was practicable; newspapers across Western
Australia, Queensland and New South Wales were reporting earth houses as
‘comparable in comfort and appearance with any kind of modern construction’.’®
Earth houses were featured across homemaker and owner-builder magazines, and

34 Kate Murphy, ““The Modern Idea Is to Bring the Country into the City”: Australian Urban Reformers and the
Ideal of Rurality, 1900-1918’, Rural History 20, no. 1 (2009): 119-36, doi.org/10.1017/50956793308002616.
35 Jayne Regan, ‘Cosmopolitan Jindyworobak: Flexmore Hudson, Nationalism and World-Mindedness’, Journal
of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature 15, no. 3 (2016): 1-14.

36  See Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Commonwealth (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2009), 103.

37 Harriet Edquist, Pioneers of Modernism: The Arts and Crafis Movement in Australia (Melbourne: Miegunyah
Press / Melbourne University Publishing, 2008), 210-13.

38 ‘Problem Solved by Mud-Brick Houses', Western Mail (Perth, WA), 21 August 1947, 28; Vyvyan Williams,
“Why Not Build Your Home of Earth?, Tweed Daily (Murwillumbah, NSW), 17 May 1947, 5; ‘Pise Houses—
Could Solve Housing Problem’, South Coast Bulletin (Southport, Qld), 31 March 1948, 19; ‘Earth Houses for
Australia’, Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, QId), 1 April 1948, 3; “They’re Building Houses from Their Own
Eartl’, Westralian Worker (Perth, WA), 16 September 1949, 1; ‘Mud Brick Houses for Qld. Now Suggested’,
Brisbane Telegraph, 30 May 1950, 14.
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ordinary people were encouraged to view earth building as a rational and consistently
modernist alternative to conventional materials and prefabricated components.”
But by the early 1950s the ‘mud bubble’ had burst, with Boyd’s column declaring
“The “Free” Material ... Costs Too Much’.** Additionally, building applications were
too radical for orthodox building standards and were generally rejected by municipal
authorities.*’ While Knox was forced to adopt more conventional housing designs
due to prohibitive labour costs and a limited consumer market, the fall of earth
building into quaint obscurity was arrested by the dedication of one government
technician, who appeared during the figurative—and literal—rebuilding of
post-war Australia.

Figure 4: Mud bricks drying on an Eltham hillside, c. 1950s.

Source: Photograph from the private collection of Tony Knox.

39 J. M. Harcourt, ‘Natural Earth as Building Material Pise-de-Terre, Cob and Mud Brick Methods Explained’,
Australian Home Beautiful (January 1946): 8—12; ‘Short of Timber?’, Queensland Country Life, 11 January 1951, 12.
40  Small Homes Section, “The “Free” Material That Costs Too Much’, 7he Age, 13 November 1951, 4.

41 Robyn Boyd, ‘Outer Suburbs Ban Mud Construction House’, 7he Age, 5> May 1948, 4. From the 1950s

onwards Knox’s mud brick contracts were increasingly limited to close associates and friends.
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Living in the environment and the
Commonwealth Experimental Building Station

The release of the 1944 Housing Commission Report had also instigated the
creation of a Commonwealth Experimental Building Station (CEBS) whose
directive was to explore the technical aspects of ‘novel and progressive means of
building’.#* Established in 1947 on 40 acres of bushland north of Sydney, CEBS’s
mandate was to carry out experimental construction in different climatic and
geographical locations, and advise regulators, housing authorities and government
departments on the ‘development, manufacture, properties and uses” of building
materials.” Engineers, builders, architects and the public welcomed this as an
‘innovative scientific approach’ to house design, and recognised the relationship
between climate and house design across the nation’s varied and extreme weather
and seasonal conditions.*

Through a series of scoping reports, early research drew attention to a ‘disregard of
the prevailing climatic conditions, and to the irrational use of traditional materials’.*’
This led to an 18-month tour of England, America, Russia and Australia by the chief
technical officer, the English architect and engineer George Middleton that generated
dozens of technical studies. Endorsed by his engineering credentials, Middleton
canvassed support for earth building across the country, and his message was heard
by rural and urban communities alike.*® His agenda was to elevate earth wall
construction ‘high among the accepted building methods’ as he advocated a technical
school training scheme to develop the industry.”” The sheer volume of publications,
experiments and surveys, which resulted in over 100 technical reports and papers,
reflects his dedication to the capabilities of earth construction. As is highlighted in
the article below (Figure 5), Middleton’s investigations included comparisons with
earth building in Egypt and the Mediterranean to validate the inquiry, though few
references were made to any other revivals in Europe or North America at the time.

42 Commonwealth Experimental Building Station, A Brief Explanation of the Organisation and Work of the Station
(Sydney: Department of Works and Housing, 1961), 5.

43 Ibid.

44 ]. W. Drysdale, ‘Climate and House Design: Summary of Investigations 1945-1947, Duplicated Document
No. 21’ (North Ryde, NSW: Commonwealth Experimental Building Station, 1947).

45  David V. Isaacs and ].W. Drysdale, ‘Building Technique and Building Research: A Report on Investigations
Made Abroad by the Director of the Station during 1947 and by a Senior Technical Officer in 1948 (North Ryde,
NSW: Commonwealth Experimental Building Station, 1949); J. W. Drysdale, Designing Houses For Australian
Climates (North Ryde, NSW: Commonwealth Experimental Building Station, 1952).

46  ‘Pise Building, Land, 7 May 1948, 25; ‘Can Make Homes from Rammed Earth: Expert Here’, Northern
Standard (Darwin), 2 February 1951, 1; “They’re Building Houses from Their Own Earth’, Westralian Worker (Perth),
16 September 1949, 1.

47 ‘Earth Houses for Australia’, Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld), 1 April 1948, 3.
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After he had spent years researching across starkly contrasting climates in Australia
and overseas, Middleton’s Build Your House of Earth: A Manual of Pise and Adobe
Construction received a positive reception upon its release in 1953.4

As earth building gained greater credibility and shed both its colonial and
precolonial associations, a range of publications began promoting the practice ‘on
and off the farm’.* Its egalitarian, everyman appeal tapped into a looming fear of
declining masculinity in the rapidly changing post-war society.”® Earth building
conformed with the new phenomenon of DIY building and expressions of post-war
masculinity: it promoted the physical prowess, efficiency and rationality that was
often entangled with the pioneer legend, and proved its economic suitability
and flexibility as it could be done by hand, or with the assistance of machines to
mechanise part of the process.

Middleton’s research into the structural integrity, durability and effective
functioning of earth walls proved opportune for Knox, who was by then fighting
local authorities for building permits. Commonwealth-backed research meant that
mud-brick building was no longer the preserve of remote pioneers or the eccentrics
of bohemian Eltham; earth walls started to play an ‘increasingly important part
in modern Australian housing’, declared 7he Age.' Following the work of the
CEBS, owner-built earth buildings were replicated across every state. One example,
the CEBS Technical Record publication number 89, entitled Housing for Native
Population, led to social housing being made from stabilised earth bricks in the
Northern Territory, some of which withstood the ferocity of Cyclone Tracy in 1974.%
The regular appearance of earth building in the print media, and the reprinting
of Middleton’s books, helped ‘naturalise’ earthen houses in the Australian context,
enhancing the idea that ordinary modern families could build, and live in, homes
more attuned to the climate and the surrounding landscape.

48  G. E. Middleton, Build Your House of Earth: A Manual of Pise and Adobe Construction (Sydney: Angus and
Robertson, 1953); ‘All About Earth Wall Houses’, Advertiser (Adelaide), 6 June 1953, 7. One enthusiastic reviewer
called for a ‘Revolution in Housing’. See Elizabeth Webb, “Why Not Build Adobe Houses?’, Brisbane Telegraph,
9 December 1954, 29.

49 ‘Let's Make Mud Houses’, Pix 21, no. 5 (14 August 1948): 14; ‘Earth Wall Construction Pise and Adobe in
Australia’, Building and Engineering, 24 February 1951, 81-3.

50 Nanette Carter, ‘Man with a Plan: Masculinity and DIY House Building in Post-War Australia’, Australasian
Journal of Popular Culture 1, no. 2 (2011): 167, doi.org/10.1386/ajpc.1.2.165_1.

51 ‘Earth Walls’, 7he Age, 8 September 1952, 6.

52 G. E Middleton, Housing for Native Population (North Ryde, NSW: Commonwealth Experimental Building
Station, 1951); G. E. Middleton, Earth Wall Construction ([(Melbourne]: National Building Technology Centre,
1987), 18.
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Figure 5: ‘Homes and Building: Australian Earth Houses Attract Attention’,
Sydney Morning Herald, 12 May 1953, 8.

Source: The author.

Figure 6: Rammed earth and mud-brick building techniques.
Source: William Arthur Shum, Concrete, Mud, Stone and How to Use Them (Melbourne: Colorgravure, 1952), 40.
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Figure 7: Classic modernist architecture on the cover of Middleton, Build Your
House of Earth.

Source: G.F. Middleton, Build your house of earth: a manual of pise and adobe construction (Melbourne:
Compendium, 1975), held by the author.
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The activism of environmental building

Following the Second World War, the population of Eltham Shire, the locus of
Knox’s mud-building empire, was nearly double that of the previous decade. This was
in part due to the low cost of land, accessibility to the city and, as Burstall recalled,
the ‘pristine light, bushland and vistas [being] attractive to people who sought out
a more rural landscape’.® For those with little income, an interest in simple living
and being outdoors, and who engaged in DIY building as a cost-effective way of
establishing a home, Eltham invited people to make a choice about the type of
landscape and environment in which they wanted to live. In the post-war language
of ‘conquering’, ‘taming’ and ‘transforming’ nature, such communities questioned
how Australians saw, occupied and treated the land, and areas on the peripheries of
major urban centres attracted people predisposed to ask such questions.**

Knox knew that such people were also liable to challenge the professionalisation of
labour within the building industry and the role and position of women in regard
to home-building. Most importantly, they shared his belief in the indivisibility
of house and land in response to solar access and prevailing climate patterns.
His designs sought to synthesise houses with their immediate surrounds, where
‘reaching Stringybarks held back the undisciplined bush, [and] shadowed windows
peered through the wild hair of Casuarina’ trees, recalled Burstall.”” In 1953,
Knox championed simple dwellings that conveyed a deep resonance for the native
landscape, while also drawing attention to the evils of materialism and consumerism,
coded here as ‘nonsense’:

With earth building, beauty can be expressed simply: natural and honest
treatment of the walls so that they retain some of the primeval quality of
earth; a true sense of topography through the proper handling of the site ...
no material is more responsive to human expression than mud, provided the
initial objectives are not lost sight of—retention of its primeval character, and
absolute avoidance of nonsense.>

Knoxopposed thebasic principles of suburban development, which soughtdistinction
from its surroundings by first clearing the site, building from manufactured or
prefabricated components, and replanting the garden with imported or non-local
species.”” He was also critical of builders who removed vegetation in the process of
constructing homes and sheds, which they thought necessary as a response to the

53 Burstall, Memoirs of A Young Bastard, x.

54  Kylie Mirmohamadi, ‘Designing Bush Landscapes: History and Place in Eltham and Castlecrag’, Studies in the
History of Gardens & Designed Landscapes 31, no. 2 (2011): 135, doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2011.556376.

55  Alan Marshall, cited in Knox, Living in the Environment, xi.

56 ‘He Crusades for Mud’, Australian Home Beautifil (January 1953): 7.

57  Alistair Knox and Leslie H. Hunting, ‘Operation Periwinkle’, Australian Home Beautiful (February 1950): 31-3,
49; Alistair Knox, ‘Papers, 1969-1980’. YMS 13243, manuscript collection, State Library Victoria, Melbourne.
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prospect of wildfires. In a more public demonstration, 1953 saw the mud-brick
owners of Eltham rally against the State Electricity Commission’s attempt to run
electricity lines through their hills. As both a symbolic gesture, and an indication
of a desire to maintain the ‘pristine’ elements of their local area, Knox recalled that
when a particular tree was about to be felled:

a collection of mud brick workers, university professors, business executives,
and housewives would arrive at the critical moment to start a parley ... It
was rather bewildering to those honest toilers who were under the impression
they were elected to bring civilization to our backward bushlands.*®

Figure 8: Carol Bertie, ‘New Home from Old Material—House of The Week’,
Australian Women’s Weekly, 15 June 1966, 22.

Source: Held by the author.

For Knox, this pattern of development represented a persistent fear that sought
to tame, control and often eradicate native features in an attempt to replicate the
suburban dream in rural areas.”” Years before the activism of Terania Creek in
Northern New South Wales (1979), which has been elevated as a significant moment
in forest protection as environmental activism, the mud builders had united to voice
concerns over the encroachment of development and progress into a less majestic,

58 Knox, We Are What We Stand On, 137.
59  Alistair Knox interviewed by Barbara Blackman, 1986, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
215778484/listen, accessed 20 February 2018.
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but equally worthy, landscape.’ In June 1966, Knox’s ‘new home from old material’
was nominated the Australian Womens Weekly's house of the week, thus signifying
the arrival of environmental building.

While Robyn Boyd sought to provide cost-effective and stylish homes without
shattering the conservative suburban dream, earth homes came to embody
a progressive position in regard to capitalism and growth, and by the 1960s had
begun to digress from the modernist agenda. In 1975, Knox published Living
in the Environment, in which he challenged the relationship between progress,
modernity, labour and the natural world through the prism of design. He argued
that environmental building could be the catalyst for a new alternative society,
though there is little evidence that the counter-culture was aware of his work and
ideas until the 1980s, when a number of earth building guides and manuals were
compiled.®’ Knox realised that his ‘everyman’ ambition of the post-war period was
being reincarnated as an anti-establishment ethos in the 1970s. As quoted in the
lifestyle magazine Simply Living, he could see a ‘new reverence [being] engendered in
the humble adobe block, the bluestone pitcher, heavy second hand timbers and the
whole gamut of environmental building materials that are producing an alternative
society second to none’.” One of just a few articles I could find on Knox, this
laudatory review from 1976 highlighted his contribution to a ‘genuinely Australian
architecture based on lifestyle’.®® Echoes of Knox’s philosophies are still found in
The Owner Builders Companion from 1989, which claimed:

There are other ways. We can take control of our own lives, take the
responsibility for creating our own world and meeting our own needs ...
Owner building is about taking control of your life and asserting your
individuality, about working to translate your dreams into earthy (rather than
concrete) realities.*

60  Griff Foley, ‘“Terania Creek: Learning in a Green Campaign’, Australian Journal of Adult and Community
Education 31, no. 3 (1991): 160-76; Vanessa Bible, “The Spirit of Terania, in Térania Creek and the Forging of
Modern Environmental Activism (Cham: Palgrave Pivot, 2018), 81-100, doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-70470-
8_5; lain MclIntyre, ‘From the Local to the Global and Back Again: The Rainforest Information Centre and
Transnational Environmental Activism in the 19805, in 7he Transnational Activist: Transformations and Comparisons
from the Anglo-World since the Nineteenth Century, ed. Stefan Berger and Sean Scalmer (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2017), 283-309, doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66206-0_11.

61 Knox, Living in the Environment, 58.

62 David Stewart, ‘Shelter’, Simply Living (1976): 70.

63 Stewart, ‘Shelter’, 57.

64 John Archer, Gerry Archer and Justin Archer, 7he Owner Builders Companion: The Best of the Owner Builder
Magazine (Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin, 1989), ii.
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A new landscape for women

In his three books published between 1975 and 1980, Knox argued earth building
was a suitable response to problematic aspects of modernity, technology and
consumption, with the home being transformed once again as a symbolic alternative
to conventional domesticity. Although an observant Christian, Knox was inspired
to create ‘a whole new way of looking at how we may live, particularly as we watch
the promise of the post-war world dissolving before our eyes into depression and
despair’.® Though he had not set out to challenge the sanctity of the nuclear family,
mud building had, incidentally, created a space for women to transcend prescribed
gender roles and domestic identities.

In the first decade after the Second World War, home was often understood by
women as an active creation of place (and identity). Women were encouraged to
design, make and manage the modern dream home to strengthen the social fabric
and economic vitality of Australia. In her appraisal of housewives of the 1940s and
1950s, the feminist scholar Lesley Johnson has argued that the home was not always
opposed to, or a place to retreat from, the modern world, but could represent a
different vision of what modernity should be about.®® In a more detailed analysis,
Johnson and Justine Lloyd argue that although second-wave feminists positioned
the home as a retreat from progressive ideas, it was not anti-modern, but in fact
central to the very project of modernity in the post-war era.”’

A close reading of CEBS publications and other earth building literature reveals
few voices of women during the post-war period. This is largely due to the fact that,
according to the literature on DIY home building, ‘men did most of the construction
work’, and building the family nest was considered a male achievement.®® Nanette
Carter has confirmed that women were likely to be ‘helpmates than co-workers in
home-building projects, but by being proximate, women gradually encroached on
male spaces through plastering, carpentry, landscaping and gardening.” Confined
to vegetable production during the war as a means to temporarily transcend defined
masculine spaces, the ‘woman below’ presents as a citizen happily participating in
the DIY project as an extension of her patriotic duty to home and nation.

65 Knox, We Are What We Stand On, 71.

66 Lesley Johnson, “As Housewives We Are Worms”: Women, Modernity and the Home Question’, Cultural
Studies 10, no. 3 (1996): 449.

67  Lesley Johnson and Justine Lloyd, Sentenced to Everyday Life: Feminism and the Housewife (Oxford and New
York: Berg, 2004), 16-18.

68 Dingle, ‘Necessity the mother of invention, or do-it-yourself’, 72.

69 Carter, ‘Man with a Plan’, 172.
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Figure 9: A ‘modern’ woman making mud bricks in J. M. Harcourt, ‘Natural Earth
as Building Material Pise-de-Terre, Cob and Mud Brick Methods Explained’,
Australian Home Beautiful, January 1946, 8.

Source: Held by the author.

The geography of the area in question is also pertinent to the way women could
transcend gender roles. According to Kylie Mirmohamadi, at the edge of cities
‘newly-conscious communities’ could conceive and discuss the international scene as
well as the local community and its development.”® As noted above, the bohemians
saw their move out of the urban setting as rejections of capitalism, conformity
and rising technocracy. Much like the famed architect Burley Griffin and his wife
Marion’s move to their leafy community at Castlecrag near Sydney, there was a
desire to recover a ‘community fabric jeopardised by rampant modernisation as
reflected in unplanned suburbanisation’.” Marion Mahony Griffin was a prominent
figure in her own right and promoted the role of women in conceptualisations of
neighbourhood, family values, open space and what would now be described as
green consciousness. Knox was influenced by the Griffins, and he saw design as
more than a matter of utilitarian structures, but also a process of constructing a
home with consideration to family, lifestyle and spiritual connection. As a result,
he encouraged a movement of left-leaning artists, thinkers and philosophers, several
of whom were women, to join in the discussion that saw building with earth as
a challenge to aspects of Australian cultural life in the context of an increasingly
conservative body politic. A local historian, Alan Marshall, confirms that earth
building ‘seemed to have a particular attraction to women’, some receiving paid
work and others contributing in a supportive capacity to the endeavour of DIY
home-building.”?

70 Mirmohamadi, ‘Designing Bush Landscapes’, 136.

71  Robert Freestone and David Nichols, ‘Recreation, Conservation and Community: The Secret Suburban
Spaces of Walter Burley and Marion Mahony Grifhn’, Studies in Australian Garden History 1 (2003): 5.
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Figure 10: Margot Knox laying slate, c. 1950s.

Source: Photograph from the private collection of Tony Knox.

Figure 11: Sonia Skipper featured alongside Gordon Ford, Laurie Mayfield, Alistair
Knox and Tony Jackson working on the English house, 1947-48.
Source: Esme Johnston, ‘Built From The Good Earth’, Australian Home Beautiful (June 1948): 28.
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I am not arguing here that a rural setting could be completely removed from the
suburbs and its prevailing gender roles, but the reconstruction of post-war labour
and identities did provide an opportunity for some women to transgress some of
the boundaries of home and work. Due to financial and material restrictions, and
a limited labour pool, women were increasingly open to, and willing participate in,
the processes of earth building. In this way, women such as Sonia Skipper, Betty
Burstall and, later, Edna Walling, the celebrated landscaper, could gain a greater
degree of professional autonomy through building, landscaping and gardening than
could most of their compatriot housewives in the suburbs.”

The legacy of the muddies

Though dismissed as a vernacular form of architecture favoured by a small cohort
of eccentrics and enthusiasts, the humble mud brick continues to have wider
resonance and significance. Knox’s buildings are now considered synonymous with
Eltham’s landscape and the broader green belt surrounding Melbourne.” His designs
continue to stimulate site-appropriate housing and landscape cohesion. Knox’s
philosophy and vision were encapsulated in everything he created: as is noted in his
entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, ‘above all, he presented a vision of
integrating the earth’s elements into landscapes and living environments’.”” Over his
career, his cache of 1,260 documented buildings, including suburban estates, halls,
colleges and houses, continue to inspire for their architectural experimentation,
design and construction, and are critical to the built and cultural heritage of the
alternative and sustainable housing movement. There is an annual tour run across
Eltham and the wider peri-urban green belt, an enduring tradition that Knox
himself began in 1964, that continues to retell the story of the early mud builders
to new generations.”®
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National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University), adb.anu.edu.au/biography/knox-alistair-
samuel-12750, accessed 19 April 2022.
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Since Knox began designing houses for his friends, owner-built DIY earth
houses have continued to expand into the market of owner-builder and general
construction.”” Building momentum since the 1980s, there are now hobbyist,
advocacy and several dedicated institutes across the country. Earth houses remain
an attractive, aesthetic and often sensible building alternative that is accessible to
amateurs and continues to stand in for a search for meaning tied to identity and
place. The practical act of building one’s own home from local materials continues
to challenge aspects of modernity as it reframes ideas of control, professionalism
and the use of industrial materials and supply chains, while also engendering a
certain sympathy with, and understanding of, the native landscape, the seasons and
the climate.

The mud-brick revival of 1940s Eltham emerged as part of a broader DIY house
building phenomenon that saw ordinary Australians seek out independence and
autonomy by building their own homes. Challenging the conservative identity of
post-war society, a small group of bohemians rallied against Australia’s developing
suburban psyche and landscape while tapping into progressive concern for the
physical, moral and spiritual development of Australia. Such examples of lifestyle
and politics with a dedicated partiality towards personal autonomy and self-reliance
are by no means unique to this case study, or to Victoria. But the efforts of the early
mud builders to straddle what Tim Bonyhady called ‘the art—environment divide’
have largely been overlooked in both environmental and housing scholarship.”

While the historians Tony Dingle and Patrick Troy have called for research into
Australian housing experiences to include all types of dwellings, mud houses have
regularly been discounted as bespoke—one of many imported vernacular building
styles transposed into Australian conditions.” One of the few to consider the moral,
political and environmental dimensions of earth houses, Meredith Fletcher asserts
that to reach beyond the quarter-acre block and the urban frontier is often maligned,
but earth homes can become documents that elucidate how and why people make
a home in the bush.® Across research on counter-cultural housing there are few
links to earlier generations who had expressed social, cultural and political dissent
through their homes, or there is little consideration of the legacy of the early mud
builders for later iterations of what is now called ‘subsistence architecture’. As one
of the few academics concerned with alternative building, Lee Stickells stresses that
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‘developing histories of counter-cultural architecture means adopting a different
kind of historical focus’.®' Such a focus must take into account the experimentalism
of the post-war muddies, which may have been incited by materials and labour
shortages but can resonate with ongoing housing problems facing both urban and
rural Australia.

Conclusion

In the social and political environment of post-war Australia, DIY earth building
not only was an act of architectural and labour rebellion but also challenged
constructs of domestic femininities by providing an opportunity for women to
contribute towards the kinds of homes in which they wanted to live. While the
unfolding project of modernity continued to locate progress in the public sphere,
Knox considered the domestic space a secondary site where wider aspirations could
be explored, negotiated, (re)constructed and, ultimately, taken up in politically
significant ways. Though his houses did not challenge the narrative that sought
the erasure of a previous and ongoing indigenous relationship with the Australian
environment, they did evolve conservative ideas of mud huts as primitive, to become
an elegant and desirable adobe abode.

In what Dingle and O’Hanlon have hailed as the ‘contested space’ of modernism
and domesticity in post-war Australia, Knox brought the domestic to the ‘natural’
world, and encouraged more thoughtful ways to live in it, through the practical,
human, emotional and, in his words, ‘truly aesthetic’ value of building with
earth.*> Environmental building thus allows us to assess the ‘architecture of past
thought’; in its earthen walls, wholesome hearths and light-filled design is a growing
disenchantment with, and anxiety about, the technological reality of a suburban
Eden. The muddies reimagined a refuge in nature through homes that made their
inhabitants aware of the natural world, the passing of the seasons, the power of
sunlight, and the way shelter can enhance living rather than just facilitate it. They
also challenged the way their individual homes have had, and continue to have, an
impact on our living ecologies and the wider environment and encourage all of us

to build with the hand, and the heart.
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