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ABSTRACT 

 

The research aim was to understand how the cultural role of housing in the 

Commonwealth Government’s administration of the Northern Territory 

contributed to perceptions of the Territory’s cultural difference.  The 

timeframe was the period that the Commonwealth controlled the Territory, 

both politically and administratively, beginning with its transfer in 1911 and 

ending with the election of the first Northern Territory Legislative Assembly 

in 1974.  This history argues that the three roughly chronologically 

sequential themes of settling the Northern Territory, civilising the frontier 

and normalising living conditions influenced how the Commonwealth 

administered the Territory, and contribute to understanding why housing 

developed so differently to the national pattern.  The separate and inadequate 

housing sector in the Territory’s Aboriginal communities and absence of 

agreed cohesive ameliorative measures are the unambiguous continuing 

legacies of the Commonwealth’s administration of the Territory’s housing 

development. 

 

Australian housing was part of the economic development process with 

developed industries helping to fund and initiate infrastructure, like housing.  

However, because the Territory was entirely dependent on the 

Commonwealth for initiation and funding of economic projects and there 

were few examples of this successfully occurring, adequate housing did not 

become an intrinsic part of the Territory’s development.  There was also 

considerable disparity between Commonwealth Government rhetoric and 

resourcing to implement policies.  The systemic exclusion of the Territory’s 

Aboriginal peoples from economic development imperatives, in addition to 

anthropologically inspired ideas of their cultural separation, combined to 

mean that Aborigines were segregated from any improvement in Territory 

living conditions in the time frame that led into negotiating terms of self-

government. 
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Introduction 
 
 

Some important consequences flow from an understanding of 
buildings as documents.  Correctly interpreting a document 
requires that we know and understand the language and idiom 
in which it is expressed.  Similarly, the attentive social historian 
must take pains to understand the techniques, materials and 
architectural vocabulary of those who constructed the building 
as well as the codes of behaviour and way of life of those who 
occupied or used it…buildings are capable of revealing our 
ancestors, not only through their conscious symbolism but 
through their unstated social assumptions.1 
 

 
 

In 1911 the Commonwealth inherited South Australia’s Northern 

Territory, considered unsettled and uncivilised.  A small number of non-

Indigenous settlers lived desolutory plantation-style existences reliant on 

government subsidy.2  The ‘inhabitants of emptiness’3, perhaps 

numbering as many as 50,000 Indigenous people4, lived separate lives.  

Into this the Commonwealth was seeking to extend its national 

development scheme of agricultural yeomanry.5  This thesis examines 

housing’s role during the Commonwealth’s mission to settle and civilise 

the Northern Territory.  The term ‘settling down’ is used in the title to 

define two streams of thinking about the Northern Territory’s 

development, and also to encapsulate the thematic approach to the topic.  

To ‘settle down’ is commonly used to describe in most senses becoming a 

member of Australian society and adhering to its norms.  It is being used 

within that context here.  The other understanding follows the 

anthropologist David Trigger’s description of Aboriginal people being 

‘quietened down’ into semi-permanent camps following the initial contact 

                                                 
1 Graeme Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2000, pp.141-2. 
2 J.M. Powell, An Historical Geography of Modern Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
(1988) 1991, p.60 puts the white population at 1,700. 
3 Russell McGregor, ‘Develop the North: Aborigines, Environment and Australian Nationhood in the 
1930s’, Journal of Australian Studies, no.81, 2004, pp.33-45. 
4 Alan Powell, Far Country: A short history of the Northern Territory, 2nd edition, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, (1982) 1988, p.143. 
5 Most historians cite the establishment of experimental farms, initially at (what became) Batchelor and 
the Daly River as the first actions of the Commonwealth: P.P. Courtenay, Northern Australia, Patterns 
and problems of tropical development in an advanced country, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1982, 
p.25, and Powell, Far Country, pp.143-144.  
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phase, or ‘wild time’.6  The primary goal of the research was to 

investigate housing’s role in both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

contexts, acknowledging that for both elements of ‘settling down’ the 

Territory existed. 

 

The thesis argues that three themes were present during the 

Commonwealth administration of the Northern Territory: settling the 

Northern Territory, civilising the frontier, and normalising living 

conditions. 

 

Settling the Northern Territory was part of the Commonwealth’s declared 

‘White Australia’ policy.  Contained within its notions were ideas of 

habitation and development of an area otherwise considered empty and 

unused, the need to secure Australia strategically from outside forces and 

the inherent principle behind white Australia – exclusion of non-white 

races.7  At the same time, however, in northern Australia there was some 

scientifically based acknowledgement of the need for non-European 

workers. Even so, the goal remained to overwhelmingly populate the 

north with whites.  The settling of the Northern Territory with white 

Australians was viewed as a national undertaking – to bring the Northern 

Territory within the federation.8 

 

The second theme of civilising the frontier was an intrinsic part of 

Northern Territory settlement, with the Commonwealth applying 

changing scientific and (later) anthropological views to the Territory 

population.  Most of these ideas were applied to the Territory’s 

Indigenous peoples.  The change in perceptions about Aborigines formed 

through avid collecting of ethnography and cultural artefacts, to 

application of social Darwinist principles of protection and control, and 

then to assimilation into Australian society is most clearly demonstrated 

                                                 
6 David Trigger, Whitefella Comin’: Aboriginal responses to colonialism in northern Australia, 
Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2002. 
7 Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.20. 
8 McGregor, ‘Develop the North’, p.33. 
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in the Northern Territory.9  Particularly in the post Second World War 

period there were also clear statements about the civilising of the 

Territory in terms of improving social conditions for non-Indigenous 

inhabitants.10 

 

Evidence in relation to the population’s housing is particularly valuable in 

understanding this process.  Initial housing was built mainly for senior 

officers of the Commonwealth’s administration.  Until institutions were 

built for Aborigines, little other government funded housing was 

provided.  Pictorial evidence of housing shows an almost feudal-like 

dichotomy: the civilised living in large, well-ventilated, comfortable 

structures; the uncivilised in ramshackle, self-built hovels, or ‘huts’ in the 

Northern Territory vernacular.  The group considered uncivilised 

included the majority of the Northern Territory population – a mixed, 

inter-racial group reliant on its own resources. 

 

The third theme, normalising, is the culmination of earlier civilising 

attempts.  It applies to the period surrounding the Northern Territory 

Housing Commission’s establishment when the Commonwealth’s stated 

aim was to treat society in the Territory in a similar, ‘normal’ way to the 

rest of Australia.11  Housing was recognised and funded at inconsistent 

levels to finally bring about this change.  Housing for Aborigines was 

also given priority under the Commonwealth’s assimilation and ‘self-

determination’ programs.  The policies’ implementation within the 

Northern Territory was targeted towards ensuring that all people would 

live in houses like normal Australians.     

 

The underlying idea examined in the thesis is the Northern Territory’s 

cultural difference from other parts of Australia.  More than any other 

part of Australia, the Territory’s non-Indigenous settlement was 
                                                 
9 These stages in Australian anthropological history are established by Tom Griffiths, Hunters and 
Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1996. 
10 Paul Hasluck, Shades of Darkness: Aboriginal Affairs, 1925-1965, Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 1988, pp.80-3. 
11 National Archives of Australia (NAA) Darwin F1 1951/1012, Proposed housing schemes Northern 
Territory, letter from Administrator to Secretary, Department of Territories, 6 November 1951. 
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established through external political forces that determined political, 

economic and social priorities. This is due to the length of time that the 

Commonwealth controlled the Territory, to the level of the Territory’s 

different social characteristics, and to the nature of its bureaucratic 

arrangements.12  Housing was chosen as the specific subject area to 

explore these themes as its provision crosses social, economic and 

political theories.13  The paucity in condition and numbers of houses was 

also for most of the Territory’s development a constant frustration for 

residents.  The continuing lack of adequate housing in the Territory’s 

Aboriginal communities remains a legacy of deficient policy and practice. 

 

Historically in Australia housing improvement was part of the economic 

development process.  The Territory was entirely dependent on the 

Commonwealth for initiation and funding of development projects.  As 

there were few successful economic development projects, adequate 

housing did not become part of the Territory’s economic development.  

From the outset, the Territory’s transfer to the Commonwealth was 

enmeshed in political rhetoric that expounded the need for the Territory 

to ‘pay its way’.14  The lack of successful economic development and the 

large debt incurred in the transfer inhibited Commonwealth spending in 

the Territory.  Where development projects could have been considered 

big enough to also initiate infrastructure provision, records show that it 

was expected that the Commonwealth would develop infrastructure.  The 

emergence of mining towns like Tennant Creek and Batchelor and 

pastoral properties are possibly the only exceptions.  In the case of both 

examples, however, other economic concessions (usually in land) were 

made to aid their development.  This is unlike the states where, while 

                                                 
12 For example, separate funding arrangements were made for Papua New Guinea which allowed for 
more autonomous decision-making than that followed in the Northern Territory, where there was little 
delegated power.  Noted in the Minutes of the first meeting of the Interdepartmental Committee on 
Tropical Building Design: NAA Darwin F1 1966/905 Interdepartmental committee on tropical building 
design.  Also commented on by at least one Administrator.  See Northern Territory Archives Service 
(NTAS) NTRS 226, Roger Dean TS 766. 
13 Chris Paris discusses housing analysts different ‘professional, disciplinary…concerns’, arguing for 
understanding that housing is an integral part of socio-economic and political changes: Housing 
Australia, Macmillan Education Australia, Melbourne, 1993, pp.6-14. 
14 Parliament of South Australia, South Australian Parliamentary Debates (Assembly), Parliament of 
South Australia, Adelaide, 1907. 
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land grants were similarly generous, it was possible to develop industries 

that helped to fund and initiate infrastructure development like housing. 

 

The time frame used for research was from 1911 to 1974, the period the 

Commonwealth controlled the Territory both politically and 

administratively.  The Commonwealth administered the Northern 

Territory until 1978. The period chosen was that when the 

Commonwealth made political-level policy decisions without 

meaningful, local political representation.  The first Northern Territory 

Legislative Assembly elections took place in 1974.  After then 

government officials and politicians resident in the Northern Territory 

increasingly made policy-level decisions.  There was therefore a move 

away from the Commonwealth’s dominance of the Territory’s political 

process.  The time frame also deliberately excluded Darwin’s 

reconstruction following Cyclone Tracy at the end of 1974.  The 

emphasis rather is on establishing the Commonwealth’s steps to provide 

housing, leading into the negotiation phase for self-government. 

 

During the 60 year period that this thesis covers, the different groups that 

comprised the Northern Territory population often had terms applied to 

them that are now recognised as being derogatory.  Differentiation was 

also made to perceived variations in descent groups, although ‘half-caste’ 

or ‘part-coloured’ referred to Aboriginal people of mixed descent rather 

than Chinese people of mixed descent for example.  Where the 

derogatory terms need to be used they are in quotation marks.  During 

this period Australia’s currency changed to a decimal system. Original 

currency measurement is used in the thesis, except where noted and 

conversion rates described. 

 

Understanding the underlying themes 
 

The Northern Territory’s difference is commonly explained in geographic 

and or demographic terms; the third largest landmass of the states and 

mainland territories, with the smallest population and lowest population 
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density, and with highest proportion of Indigenous people.15  The relative 

size and remote location of the majority of the Indigenous population, 

together with the youngest population, are also key facets of difference, 

or ‘uniqueness’, commonly identified.16  The fact that the Northern 

Territory remains a territory, rather than a self-determining state, is 

obviously the key but often unstated difference.  Difference in geography, 

economy or population can all be claimed by the various jurisdictions that 

make up Australia.  Yet there is popular agreement that the Northern 

Territory is different – its history, political culture and ways of living are 

all important parts of its identity as a northern, frontier society.17  The 

historians Ann McGrath and Mickey Dewar both associate the Northern 

Territory’s frontier image with the Territory’s ‘significant place in the 

national imagination’.  At the same time this was seen as being 

deleterious to any ‘serious’ historical analysis.18 

 

The nature of the Territory’s frontier identity and its environmental and 

demographic differences from the rest of Australia are often evoked in 

representations of the northern capital, Darwin.  Continuing depictions of 

an ‘eccentric variety of buildings’, ‘romantic structures of corrugated 

iron’ and ‘shade trees, wide front porches’19 all help to characterise 

Darwin, as Australia’s ‘Asian capital’,20 and therefore intrinsically 

different, the ‘Other of Australia’.21  Jon Stratton argues that the Northern 

Territory and Darwin’s close geographic proximity to ‘Asia’, together 

                                                 
15 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Northern Territory at a Glance 2005, accessed on line 19 September 
2005 at 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/Lookup/4BAC19E434FD4ED5CA256FE7007C5699/
$File/13047_2005.pdf.   
16 Department of the Chief Minister, Strategic Directions, accessed on line 30 August 2005 at: 
http://www.dcm.nt.gov.au/dcm/pdf/directions/strategic_directions.pdf.   
17 Suzanne Parry, ‘The Shaping of a Northern Identity’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.14, 
2003, pp.35-50. 
18 Ann McGrath, ‘The History Phoenix? Inventing a History Tradition in the Northern Territory’, 
David Carment (ed) Northern Encounters, Charles Darwin University Press, Darwin, 2004, pp.1-23; 
also Mickey Dewar, In Search of the ‘Never-Never’: Looking for Australia in Northern Territory 
Writing, NTU Press, Darwin, 1997. 
19 Nicolas Rothwell, ‘Down disconsolate streets’, The Australian, 7 February 2007. 
20 David Carment, Australia’s ‘Asian Capital’? Darwin and Asia, Occasional Paper No.1, Centre for 
South East Asian Studies, Northern Territory University, Darwin, 1997, examines the image and 
identification of Darwin as ‘Asian’. 
21 Jon Stratton, ‘Deconstructing the Territory’, Cultural Studies, vol. 3, no. 1, 1989, pp.38-57. 
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with climatic and demographic differences from southern Australia and a 

long history of economic development failure combine to identify the 

Territory with otherness, rather than difference.  While he also 

acknowledges the lack of historical analysis of the Territory being 

fundamental to the construction of a frontier identity,22 there is little 

discussion of the many pieces of evidence that contribute to his argument 

of the Territory’s identity as being separate from the rest of Australia. 

 

In relation to Darwin, David Carment states that its structures, viewed as 

‘historical documentation’,23 reflect the struggle to deliver basic 

amenities and the gradual improvement in general living conditions.24  

Living conditions in the tropical north of Australia were commonly 

attributed with playing an essential part of the development of a separate 

identity.25  Henry Reynolds considers the conditions of north Queensland 

and Western Australia and the Northern Territory as pivotal to their 

cultural distinctiveness.26  In North of Capricorn, Reynolds discusses the 

relevance of the writing of the Norwegian scientist cum adventurer, Knut 

Dahl in describing the late nineteenth century north Australia’s cultural 

distinctiveness of ‘Savage Australia’.27  Dahl wrote of differences he 

observed in 1890 between European and Chinese ways of living in 

Darwin as: 

…very small, and quaint…[with] Primeval forest [surrounding] 
the town, and the virgin wilderness met one as soon as one lost 
sight of the houses…The few business people and officials in 
the service of the Government were apparently in no hurry over 
their duties and adopted the cool and indolent habits peculiar to 
the majority of white men in tropical towns.  Little or no life 
appeared in the streets, everybody knew everybody else, and 
the Resident Commissioner was generally mentioned by his 
Christian name…in the light galvanized iron houses sat Chinese 

                                                 
22 Stratton, ‘Deconstructing the Territory’, p.44. 
23 David Carment, ‘ “In the Louvred Latitudes”: The Cultural Landscape of European Settlement in 
Darwin, Northern Territory’, Susan Ballyn, Doireann MacDermott & Kathleen Firth (eds) Australia’s 
Changing Landscapes, Proceedings of the Second EASA Conference, Sitges Barcelona, October 1993, 
Universitat de Barcelona, 1995, pp.22-31. 
24 David Carment, Looking at Darwin’s Past: Material Evidence of European Settlement in Tropical 
Australia, North Australia Research Unit Australian National University, Darwin, 1996, p.101. 
25 Courtenay, Northern Australia, pp.20-25; R.W. Cilento, The White Man in the Tropics, (Service 
Publication, Tropical Division, No.7) Department of Health Government Printer, Melbourne, 1925. 
26 Henry Reynolds, North Of Capricorn: The Untold Story Of Australia's North, Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney, 2003. 
27 Knut Dahl, The Savage Australia, Phillip Adam, London, 1926. 
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families, men with wives and a flock of pretty little slanty-eyed 
children.  They were happy.  They had religion, sympathy and 
unity.  But the European of Palmerston had very often no home, 
only a house; and the poor bachelors or grass-widowers sat 
lonely in their houses, or drank at the public houses, deploring 
the fate that had left them stranded on this barren coast.28 

 

In this short description a number of contributory images of frontier life 

are strongly represented in the wild, strange landscape and the different 

cultural standards affecting housing and habits of Europeans and non-

Europeans.  In the Northern Territory, poor living conditions, together 

with the perceived unhealthiness of the climate were seen as contributing 

to slow economic development.29  As demonstrated in Dahl’s 

perceptions, paucity in numbers and standards of housing in the Territory 

became consistent with its identity as a frontier outpost.  To some extent 

this more popular image of the Territory played a role in the 

representation of ‘acceptable’ or expected standards for the ‘last 

frontier’.30 

 

Writing after his tenure as the war-time Administrator, C.L.A. Abbott 

described Darwin as a ‘not very impressive town’ and blamed the 

Commonwealth Government, which, despite controlling the Territory for 

(at that time) ‘twenty-six years had not erected one really substantial 

building’.31  Things had not changed much when the Patrol Officer Colin 

Macleod arrived in Darwin in the mid 1950s: 

The bush opened to a series of ramshackle wartime buildings 
and corrugated iron sheds with part louvred walls.  Surrounding 
these rickety structures was a mass of derelict plant and 
machinery.  This was Winnellie, where the 'part-coloureds', 
those of mixed Asian, Aboriginal and European stock, lived.  
After ten minutes we reached what looked to me to be a 
medium-sized country town.  This was Darwin.32 

 

                                                 
28 Ibid, pp. 3-5, Dahl is writing of 1890, but his book wasn’t available in England until the late 1920s. 
29 Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.25. 
30 This feature of the frontier as an area of different standards – even anarchy is discussed by Graeme 
Davison, ‘ Frontier’, in Graeme Davison, John Hurst & Stuart Macintyre (eds), The Oxford Companion 
to Australian History, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, pp.269-70, p.548. 
31 C.L.A. Abbott, Australia’s Frontier Province, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1950, p.47. 
32 Colin Macleod, Patrol in the Dreamtime, Random House, Sydney, 1997, p.19. 
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There were equally poor housing conditions in Alice Springs.  Bernie 

Kilgariff describes his family’s living conditions in 1930s Alice Springs, 

incidentally at the same time as his father and brothers were builders: 

Our house was one big room, and that was divided in halves by 
hessian, which was whitewashed.  The construction of the 
house was bush mulga and galvanised iron, and in one or two 
places, there was flagstone.  It had no ceiling, and the one room 
was whitewashed – that was the sitting room and the parents’ 
room.  Around the house was a verandah, fly wired to some 
degree.  It had no power and…no water, because our well was 
down the back of the yard, about thirty to forty metres [deep].33 

 

The Northern Territory Administration pursued housing with the 

Commonwealth Government because while poor housing was not unique 

to the Territory in the period following the Second World War, the 

reasons for it were.  The Territory was also excluded, either purposely or 

effectively, from most national housing programs.  In 1952, with the 

Darwin population nearing 7,000 yet accommodated in just over 1,000 

‘houses’, Administrator Wise called for a report into the housing situation 

to assist in the preparation of a submission to Canberra.34  Drawing on 

past security concerns heightened by the Japanese bombing of Darwin 

during the war, the draft report succinctly put the argument for adequate 

housing as part of economic and social development: 

Darwin has a special strategic importance.  It is also a major 
airport of entry from overseas countries.  Ideally, it should have 
a stable population, and its appearance should do credit to the 
Commonwealth, not only because it is the major town in a 
Commonwealth Territory, but also because many important 
visitors from overseas pass through it.  A place where living 
standards are low, and suitable accommodation is not available, 
does not attract stable population.  The most important single 
factor in attracting stable population is undoubtedly suitable 
housing.35 

 

Throughout the 1950s the poor housing situation could be similarly 

represented for each town, mission or Aboriginal settlement.  

Administrative efforts were significantly stronger in the field of staff 

housing than for housing what was then more than half of the Territory’s 

population, the Aboriginal people. The most ready example of this is the 

                                                 
33 NTAS NTRS 226, Interview No. 2003-42, Bern Kilgariff, Tape 1, p.8. 
34 NAA Darwin F1 1952/1162 Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Administrator to Housing Officer, 23 October 1952.  
35 Ibid, Draft Report on Housing in Darwin, December 1952. 
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absence of any continuing housing scheme until the establishment of the 

Housing Commission, except for that which enabled the housing of 

Government employees – despite continued, strong demands from most 

sectors in the Territory.36  

 

Following the move away from protectionist policies, the Commonwealth 

Government lauded improved housing for the Territory’s Indigenous 

inhabitants as a ‘reward’ for successful assimilation into non-Indigenous 

society and abandonment of outward signs of indigenity.  At the very 

least, European-styled housing in towns was a component of the pre-war 

announcement of a ‘New Deal For Aborigines’ - training for a settled life 

incorporating ‘gradual contact with civilization’.37  The Minister for the 

Interior responsible for the change, John McEwen, adopting advice from 

a range of ‘experts’,38 premised the policy on a number of false but then 

popularly held and anthropologically based ideas loosely derived from 

Charles Darwin’s Origin of the Species and Enlightenment thinking about 

human progress.39  These ideas presented a linear progression of human 

evolution - that human beings developed along a ladder of progress, with 

‘primitive natives’ seen as the least developed and one step from ‘the 

savage’ and Europeans seen as the most developed or progressed.  An 

intrinsic part of this thinking was that developed civilisations would 

survive and prosper because of their manner of living. 

 

                                                 
36 NAA Darwin F1 1951/1012 Proposed housing schemes Northern Territory, contains correspondence 
from various groups within the Territory.  It is also commented on by Julie Wells, ‘The Long March: 
Assimilation Policy and Practice in Darwin, the Northern Territory, 1939-1967’, unpublished PhD 
thesis, University of Queensland, 1995, p.134. 
37 Geoffrey Gray, ‘ ‘Mr Chinnery Should Be Given The Recognition He Deserves’: EWP Chinnery In 
The Northern Territory’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.15, 2004, pp.21-33. 
38 The anthropologist A.P. Elkin claimed to be the author of the proposed assimilation approach.  See 
A.P. Elkin, ‘Aboriginal Policy 1930-1950: Some Personal Associations’,  Quadrant, vol.1, no.1, 1957, 
pp.27-34.  Evidence of the various anthropological groups lobbying governments over Aboriginal 
policies is provided in W.E.H. Stanner & Dianne Barwick, ‘Not by Eastern Windows Only: 
Anthropological Advice to Australian Governments in 1938’ in Aboriginal History, vol.3, part 1, 1979, 
pp.37-61.     
39 Russell McGregor, Imagined Destinies: Aboriginal Australians and the Doomed Race Theory, 1880-
1939, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1997, pp.19-33; also Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 
Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous People, University of Otago Press, Dunedin, 
(1999) 2003, pp.25-28. 
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In writing about the Territory’s development, Julie Wells describes 

politicians and bureaucrats espousing commonly held views about 

economic and social development of communities and ‘provinces’ as part 

of a staged continuum of ‘progress’ and ‘nation building’.40  As Donovan 

describes it, the services and facilities offered in the Territory after the 

Second World War needed to improve to a level considered ‘normal’ by 

Australian standards, that economic potential was fulfilled, and that the 

Northern Territory was moving towards self-sufficiency.41  Early action 

in regard to the poor standard of housing was cast in this vein.  The 

Welfare Branch, and its precursor the Native Affairs Branch, recognised 

that improved housing was essential ‘in bringing aborigines to a stage 

where they can be accepted as full citizens in the community.’42  

Housing, like clothing, language and employment are easily recognised 

signs of conformity to community standards. 

 

In developing the Government’s direction for Aborigines after the Second 

World War, the Minister most readily identified with policy development 

implementation, Paul Hasluck, drew analogies between the status of adult 

Aborigines and that of children, or the feeble-minded.43  Bain Attwood, 

the chronicler of Aboriginal rights movements, argues that Hasluck’s 

approach to the assimilation policy, together with the implementation of 

it by largely untrained and unprepared public servants, and the wider 

community’s attitudes to Aborigines, were all premised on the 

understanding that Aborigines were radically different from Europeans.44  

In the words of Michael Dodson in analysing this period’s influence, 

Aborigines were variously constructed and presented as either ‘noble 

savages’ or ‘pre-historic beasts’45 desirous of advancement to ‘normal 

                                                 
40 Julie Wells, ‘Welfare Colonists: Contexts and Encounters on Government Settlements’ in Tony 
Austin & Suzanne Parry (eds), Connection and Disconnection: encounters between settlers and 
Indigenous people in the Northern Territory, NTU Press, Darwin, 1998, pp. 275-297. 
41 P.F. Donovan, At the other end of Australia, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1984, p. 220. 
42 Department of Territories, The Northern Territory Report 1955-1956, pp. 34-35. 
43 Wells, ‘The Long March’, p.102. 
44 Bain Attwood, Rights for Aborigines, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2003, p. 84. 
45 Michael Dodson, The End in the Beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality, The Wentworth Lecture 
1994, The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, accessed on line 13 
August 2005 at: [http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/lbry/dig_prgm/wentworth/m0008523_a.pdf] p. 1. 
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European standards’.  As stated by Vai Stanton, a member of a prominent 

Aboriginal mixed descent family in Darwin, Aborigines of mixed descent 

were considered ‘better’ than Aborigines, as they were part way to what 

was considered ‘normal’.46 

 

The different attitudes to Aborigines and to those Aborigines of mixed 

descent are also clearly illustrated in the different approaches to housing 

for the two groups.  In the pre-war period, housing specifically 

constructed for Aboriginal people of mixed descent was undertaken to aid 

what file references called the ‘the absorption of…the more advanced 

colored families’.47  From the early 1950s the Minister for Territories 

directed that housing for Aborigines of mixed descent ‘be provided with 

homes integrated in the normal residential community’.48  Housing for 

Aborigines, however, was based on the idea that Aborigines would need 

to first ‘develop a house consciousness’, with cottages built for ‘the more 

advanced aboriginal families.’49 

 

There was a recurring theme in national parliament and Northern 

Territory Legislative Council debates and in the press about the poor 

standard of housing that persisted after the establishment of the Housing 

Commission.  The link to what was considered acceptable or appropriate 

for the Territory’s Indigenous peoples during times when the rest of the 

community was also struggling to normalise their own situation is a 

feature of ‘frontier’ housing.50  Within the same time frame as 

implementation of McEwen’s ‘New Deal’, in other parts of Australia, 

slum housing was cleared and large scale housing projects and associated 

                                                 
46 Vai Stanton, ‘Living Black’, in David Headon, (ed) North of the Ten Commandments, A collection of 
Northern Territory literature, Hodder & Stoughton, Sydney, 1991, p. 107. 
47 NAA Darwin F1 1954/984 Welfare Branch Commonwealth and States Welfare Conference 1954, 
Background papers for the Native Welfare Conference, Administrator Wise to Secretary, Department 
of Territories, 28 October 1954. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 McGregor, Imagined Destinies; and McGregor, ‘Develop the North’. 
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infrastructure developed. 51   This was in part responding to English 

Enlightenment ideals that linked poor housing to poor health, education 

and employment.  The improvement of living conditions was also 

popularised in the British ‘garden city’ movement to suburban 

development.52  In post-war Australia the move towards state based 

housing commissions and the development of the Commonwealth State 

Housing Agreement (CSHA) to provide funding assistance was linked to 

the acknowledged importance of housing to economic and social 

development and in the move towards governance of the poor.53 

 

In the Northern Territory, the Housing Commission was not established 

until 1959 although the steps towards its creation commenced much 

earlier.  The Administrator at the beginning of the 1950s, Frank Wise, 

held a strong view that the Commonwealth should adequately house 

people, perhaps owing to his involvement as the Western Australian 

Premier in that state’s signing the initial CSHA.  In November 1951 he 

wrote to remind the Secretary of the Department of Territories of the lack 

of response to improving housing in the Northern Territory: 

It is imperative, in my view, that early action should be taken to 
enable residents of the Northern Territory, other than officers 
and employees of the Government to obtain homes of an 
adequate standard… Many residents of Darwin and other 
centres of the Territory are living under conditions which can 
only be described as dreadful, and I think the making of 
arrangements in the Territory similar to those which are found 
in the States should be regarded as a matter of highest 
priority.54 

 

                                                 
51 David Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?  A History of Public Housing in Australia’, a talk 
delivered to the Scaffold Community Housing Group, July 1995, accessed on line 3 May 2005 at: 
http://www.infoxchange.net.au/rhchome/iurhc/s01.htm.  
52 Within this context, the ideas behind the ‘Garden City’ movement in Australia are discussed by 
Powell, An Historical Geography, pp. 30-33.  
53 Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?’; Queensland Department of Housing, Building Communities, 
Celebrating the achievements of the Queensland Housing Commission 1945-2003, Queensland 
Government, Brisbane, 2004.  For discussion of the role of policing the lives of the poor for housing 
see Powell, An Historical Geography; Greg McCarthy, ‘Modernising Through Thrift, Planning and 
Housing’, in Greg McCarthy, Things Fall Apart, Australian Scholarly Publishing, Kew, 2002, pp.21-
56; and Caryl Bosnian, ‘Homes for Everyone’, in Journal of Australian Studies, issue 80, 2004, pp. 
131-145.  
54 NAA Darwin F1 1951/1012 Proposed housing schemes Northern Territory, Administrator to 
Secretary, Department of Territories, 6 November 1951. 
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When commenced, the Housing Commission precipitated and led the 

participation of the Northern Territory’s urban centres in the economic 

boom of the following decades.  Housing for Aborigines, however, 

continued to be principally administered within Welfare Branch programs 

with the Commission housing only very small numbers of Aborigines in 

urban centres.55  This dichotomy continues in public administration of 

housing funding today.  The Northern Territory’s Aboriginal housing 

sector is now of considerable size and includes more dwellings than the 

Housing Commission’s successor, Territory Housing, owns.56  

Mainstream housing programs and housing funding, though,  remain 

unaccessed by most Aboriginal people in the Territory. 

 

Sources and literature review 
 

Northern Territory Administration and Department of Works’ files were 

examined for evidence of the construction of the Territory as a place of 

difference.  Housing provision was the specific area of research to 

explore this theme within a time frame of the Commonwealth 

administration of the Territory, from 1911 to 1974.  Investigation of 

newspaper stories, both within and outside the Northern Territory, and 

parliamentary debates, nationally and in the Northern Territory 

Legislative Council, were also important sources of information.  Both of 

these sources provided information on economic and political influences 

                                                 
55 Jeremy Long, ‘The Commonwealth Government and Aboriginal Housing 1968-81’, in Peter Read 
(ed), Settlement: A History of Australian Indigenous Housing, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 
2000, pp.103-129.  Information on the housing of urban Aboriginal families by the Housing 
Commission is also included in oral histories of some Darwin mixed descent Aboriginal families.  See 
for example see Linda Hill’s story in Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation (LNAC), Saltwater 
People, Larrakia Stories from around Darwin, LNAC, Darwin, undated ?2001, pp. 198-204.  The 
housing situation in Alice Springs was (and remains) more heavily contested.  For a discussion of some 
of the attendant issues see M. Heppell and J. J. Wigley, Black out in Alice, A history of the 
establishment and development of town camps in Alice Springs, Australian National University, 
Canberra, 1981. 
56 Territory Housing currently has around 5,400 public housing dwellings:  Department of Local 
Government Housing and Sport, Annual Report 2005-06, Northern Territory Government, Darwin, 
2004, accessed on line 16 March 2007 at http://www.dlghs.nt.gov.au/_data/assets/pdf-
file/3879/dlghs_ar_0506.pdf.  Aboriginal housing organisations manage over 6,000 houses, and have 
an immediate, recognised need for nearly double that number:  Indigenous Housing Authority of the 
Northern Territory (IHANT), Annual Report 2003-04, accessed on line 13 May 2005 at: 
http://www.ihant.org.au/pdf/IHANT_Annual_report_03_04.pdf.  Also relevant  Department of 
Community Development Sport and Cultural Affairs, National Issues in Indigenous Housing 2004/05 
and Beyond, Northern Territory Government, Darwin, 2004.  
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impacting on notions of Territory development, and of broader 

understanding of the Commonwealth bureaucracy’s decisions. 

 

The records of Administrators and other prominent Northern Territory 

people during this period also played a role in establishing the rationale 

for some actions and for policy decisions.  Oral histories of bureaucrats 

and those at the receiving end of the Commonwealth policies proved 

particularly useful, as were the personal papers of some of the 

Administrators.  As noted by others, oral histories aid understanding of 

the impact of and the reasoning behind decisions, particularly by those 

whose voices are otherwise historically silent.57  Oral histories are also 

used within this thesis to understand the wider context of how housing 

affected lives.58  This was particularly important to convey when 

assessing the varying impacts on different groups.  Personal views were 

developed from existing local histories and oral histories. 59 

 

Indigenous peoples’ experiences were equally important to convey, 

particularly in representing their diverse circumstances.  The memories of 

people like Marjorie Harris, an Aboriginal woman of mixed descent who 

sought allocation of a Housing Commission house in her own right as 

evidence of destroying any notions of ties to Aboriginal administrative 

imperatives,60 are in contrast to some other Aboriginal families of mixed 

descent.  Many others speak eloquently of both grudging 

                                                 
57  Smith, Decolonising Methodologies, pp.144-145, discusses the role oral history has for Indigenous 
people in contributing ‘to the collective story’. 
58 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, pp.263-269. 
59 For example: Maisie Austin, The Quality of Life…A reflection of life in Darwin during the post-war 
years, self-published, Darwin, 1992; Jean Bagshaw, Stores and Stories, Historical Society of the 
Northern Territory in association with the North Australia Research Unit, Darwin, 1993; Michael 
Christie, ‘Greek Migration to Darwin, Australia, 1914-1921 in Journal of Northern Territory History, 
no.11, 2000, pp.1-24; Barbara Cummings, Take This Child…From Kahlin Compound to the Retta 
Dixon Children’s Home, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1990; G.R. Harris, ‘CMS Missionary in 
North Australia 1929-65’, unpublished paper, undated; Keith Hart, ‘The Church Missionary Society 
Emerald River Mission Groote Eylandt 1921-1943’, unpublished paper, undated; LNAC, Saltwater 
People; Marian Devitt, Leonie Norrington, Peg Havnen, Under the Mango Tree, Oral Histories with 
Indigenous People from the Top End, NT Writer’s Centre and Northern Territory Government, Darwin, 
2001; Creed Lovegrove, Brolga at Large: The Recollections and Perceptions of a Territory Boy and 
Native Affairs Patrol Officer, Historical Society of the Northern Territory, Darwin, 2004; Iris 
Whiteside, ‘Dusty Dreams’ in Northern Perspective, vol.19, no.1, 1996, pp.17-21.  
60 Frank Alcorta, Marjorie Harris “Rainbow”, Keith Hart, Palmerston, undated ?1998, p.67. 
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acknowledgement of the continued interest of ‘the Welfare’ and warm 

camaraderie engendered by the overcrowded and poor quality housing in 

post-war camps in Darwin.61  The camps created a separate society within 

the town, revived through reunions of ‘Old Darwin’ families62 and kept 

alive through Darwin’s main socialiser – family allegiances to football 

clubs.63 

 

Housing in the Northern Territory did not conform to accustomed 

standards or designs experienced in the rest of Australia.  The literature 

that informed investigation into the unique built environment of the 

Territory was mainly architectural; local, Australian, and international.  

The foremost proponents in Australia, J.M. Freeland, and, internationally, 

Anthony D. King provide understanding into the economic and social 

role of houses, and of points of Territory variance.64  Freeland largely 

attributes the uniqueness of Northern Territory architecture to economic 

influences and the Territory’s relative isolation.  David Bridgman 

however argues that Freeland’s four phase approach to the Territory’s 

built environment ignores the colonial origins and influences present in 

much pre-1950s architecture.65  These influences, ‘the immediate needs 

of a largely transient white colonial population’, saw the proliferation of 

‘makeshift…timber cottages’.66  This is consistent with King’s argument 

that buildings are explained by social and cultural variables and therefore 

reflect power distribution.67 

                                                 
61 For example in Austin, The Quality of Life. 
62 Formal reunions were instituted in 1999 as one way to recognise the role of ‘Senior Territorians’, 
however have continued: ‘Public Notices’, Northern Territory News, 6 November 1999.  Also referred 
to in Toni Baumann, Aboriginal Darwin: A Guide to Exploring Important Sites of the Past and Present, 
Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 2006, p.29. 
63 The link between sporting prowess, particularly football, and Aboriginal families in Darwin is well 
documented in newspapers.  Most relevant formal studies: Des Kootji Raymond, Paul Roberts, Bill 
Dempsey, Buffalo Legends, Excalibur Productions SBS-TV, 1997;  Colin Tatz, Aborigines in Sport, 
Australian Society for Sport History, Bedford Park, 1987. 
64 J.M. Freeland, Architecture in Australia: A History, F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1968; Anthony D. 
King, Buildings and Society: Essays on the social development of the built environment, Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, London, 1980. 
65 David Bridgman, Acclimatisation: architecture at the top end of Australia, The Royal Australian 
Institute of Architects, Red Hill ACT, 2003, p.4. 
66 Ibid, p.3, also A.H. Voisey, ‘House types of the Northern Territory of Australia’, The Australian 
Geographer, vol. III, no.3, November 1937, p.7. 
67 King, Buildings and Society, p.4. 
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To gain an accurate view of influences on Aboriginal housing it was 

necessary to look at a range of literature.  The principal architectural 

writers on Aboriginal housing, Paul Memmott and Julian Wigley, were 

examined.68  Both write of the cultural climates of settlements all too 

often working against domestic organisation within Aboriginal societies.  

Memmott also argues for understanding the impact of ‘people-

environment relations of Aboriginals’ in cultural change.69  It is now 

acknowledged that Aboriginal cultures traditionally invested little energy 

in building permanent structures,70 rather constructing shelters as how 

and when needed.71  Aborigines’ apparent lack of interest in permanent 

buildings became part of cited European evidence for Aboriginal 

‘primitiveness’ and ‘savagery’.72  Examination of the impact of the early 

ideas of antiquarians and anthropologists in regards to settlement 

planning and the development of missions and reserves was also an 

important part of analysing administrators’ approaches to changed living 

conditions for Aborigines.73  These changes were constructed in response 

                                                 
68  Paul Memmott, ‘Aboriginal housing: The state of the art (or the non-state of the art)’, in 
Architecture Australia, June 1988, pp.34-47; Paul Memmott, ‘The Way it Was: Customary Camps and 
Houses in the Southern Gulf of Carpentaria’, in Read (ed) Settlement, pp. 15-33; and Paul Memmott 
and Shaneen Fantin, ‘The Long Grassers’ A Strategic Report on Indigenous ‘Itinerants’ in the Darwin 
and Palmerston Areas, Version 2, Volume 1, Aboriginal Environments Research Centre, University of 
Queensland, 2001, accessed on line 13 May 2005 at: 
http://www.dcdsca.nt.gov.au/dcdsca/intranet.nsf/Files/community_harmony/$file/long_grassers_report.
pdf.  Barbara and Julian Wigley, ‘Black Iron: A History of Aboriginal Housing in the Top End of the 
Northern Territory’, A Report to the National Trust of Australia (Northern Territory), unpublished 
report, Darwin, 1992. 
69 Memmott, ‘Aboriginal housing’, p.34. 
70 Kim Dovey and Denis McDonald, ‘Architecture about Aborigines’ in Architecture Australia, vol.85, 
issue 4, pp.90-95. 
71 The variety in shelters, in design, materials used and length of use was considerable.  Memmott 
discusses the practices of just one geographic area in ‘The Way it Was’.  For early description of 
shelters and their use in Arnhem Land see the noted anthropologist Donald F. Thomson, ‘Arnhem 
Land: Explorations among an Unknown People Part 1. The Journey to Bennet Bay’, The Geographic 
Journal, vol.112, no.4/6. Oct to Dec 1948, pp.146-164; ‘Arnhem Land: Explorations among an 
Unknown People. Part II. The People of Blue Mud Bay’, The Geographic Journal, vol.113, Jan to Jun 
1949, pp.1-8; ‘Arnhem Land: Explorations among an Unknown People Part III. On Foot across 
Arnhem Land’, The Geographic Journal, vol.114, no.1/3 Jul to Sep 1949, pp.53-67. 
72 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.14. 
73 For example Samantha Wells argues that the Kahlin Compound was part of the Commonwealth’s 
attempt to civilise and contain Darwin’s Aboriginal population; ‘Labour, Control and Protection: The 
Kahlin Aboriginal Compound, Darwin, 1911-38’ in Read, Settlement, pp. 64-74.   In his history of the 
Northern Territory, Alan Powell states that the Commonwealth’s 1911 Ordinance for the Care and 
Control of Aborigines instilled regulation ‘in the name of protection for a dying race.’ Far Country, 
p.161. 
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to the obvious fact that Aborigines were no longer able to maintain 

‘living environments where and when they wished’74 other than in fringe 

camps. 

 

The two Northern Territory towns of Darwin and Alice Springs had long 

been examples of the impossibility for local descent Aborigines to 

continue to live as their antecedents had.  The passage of legislation 

ostensibly to protect Aborigines also initiated their separation from towns 

and regulation as a controlled labour force.75  Learning to live a more 

sedentary lifestyle in missions, settlements, pastoral stations and 

compounds was key to this process.  For Aboriginal people of mixed 

descent it also entailed negotiating a separate identity and ‘place’.  Many 

writers have analysed the 1911-1974 period for its administrative, social 

and political relevance as it relates to Aboriginal rights.  There are, 

however, few targeted studies of housing’s influence in this phase.76 

 

The works of Tony Austin, Ronald and Catherine Berndt, Richard 

Broome, Barbara Cummings, Paul Hasluck, Andrew Markus, Ann 

McGrath, Russell McGregor and Samantha Wells were important in 

establishing the broader and encompassing issues for Aborigines and 

Aboriginal people of mixed descent in the Northern Territory.  All 

provided further, separate strands for investigation.  Austin, Cummings 

and Wells’ analyses of institutionalised control of mixed descent 

Aboriginal people are testament to the social and political forces of the 

times.77  The Berndts’ survey and McGrath’s study of Aboriginal labour 

on pastoral stations and of the associated living conditions were important 

in being able to convey an accurate picture of the diverse housing 

                                                 
74 Will Sanders, ‘Aboriginal Housing’ in Paris, Housing Australia, pp.212-23, p.213. 
75 Sanders, ‘Aboriginal Housing’, p.215. 
76 One exception is the administratively inspired study of Aboriginal settlements:  J.P.M. Long, 
Aboriginal Settlements, A Survey of Institutional Communities in Eastern Australia, Aborigines in 
Australian Society 3, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1970. 
77 Tony Austin, Never Trust a Government Man: Northern Territory Aboriginal Policy 1911-1939, 
Northern Territory University Press, Darwin, 1997; Cummings, Take this child; Wells, ‘Labour, 
Control and Protection’. 
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circumstances across the Territory.78  Paul Hasluck’s published works 

and analyses of his legacy provide descriptions of existing conditions and 

the political imperatives for their change.79  Broome, Markus and 

McGregor offer insightful interpretations of Indigenous responses to 

colonising influences.80 

 

For a long time, one of the biggest impacts on the Territory’s economic 

development was its perceived ‘adverse’ climate that impinged on 

increasing levels of production and therefore, employment, and 

population.81  The authors of the penultimate text on Australia’s climate, 

The Australian Climatic Environment, briefly describe the link between 

climate and culture as being heavily debated, however conclude that 

climate is only one of a number of factors contributing to a society’s 

character.82  In 1930, the geographer and historian A. Grenfell Price noted 

that while there had been improvements in public health knowledge about 

living in the tropics, there remained ‘evidence of “tropical memory”, and 

of the need for white people…to have “spells” in the temperate zone’.83  

Price likened the Territory’s climate to that of Burma, where he had 

found that Europeans were convinced ‘that it was impossible for white 

                                                 
78 Ronald and Catherine Berndt, End of an Era, Aboriginal Labour in the Northern Territory , 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1987; Ann McGrath, ‘Born in the Cattle’, Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1987. 
79 Paul Hasluck, Native Welfare in Australia, Paterson Brokensha, Perth, 1953, and Shades of 
Darkness; for analysis of Hasluck’s policies most particularly: Geoffrey Partington, Hasluck versus 
Coombs: White Politics and Australia’s Aborigines, Quaker Hill Press, Sydney, 1996; Tom Stannage, 
Kay Saunders, Richard Nile (eds) Paul Hasluck in Australian History, University of Queensland Press 
in association with Journal of Australian Studies, Brisbane, undated ?1995. 
80 Richard Broome, Aboriginal Australians: Black Responses to White Dominance 1788-2001, 3rd 
edition, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2001; Andrew Markus, Governing Savages, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1990, and Australian Race Relations, 1788-1993, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1994; McGregor, Imagined 
Destinies. 
81 J. Macdonald Holmes, Australia’s Open North, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1963, p. xii; also 
discussed by Alistair Heatley, ‘Labor’s Love Lost: An Appraisal of the Labor Administration of the 
Northern Territory, 1972-75’ in A.J. Heatley, H. Aschmann, I. Moles and J. Bern, Four Papers on 
North Australian Politics, North Australia Research Unit, Australian National University, Darwin, 
1977, pp.1-30; Griffith Taylor, Australia: A Study of Warm Environments and Their Effect on British 
Settlement, 7th ed, Methuen & Co Ltd, London, 1966, p.443; G.L. Wood, ‘Settlement of Northern 
Australia’, in The Economic Record, vol. II, no.2, May 1926, pp.1-19;   
82 Edward Linacre and John Hobbs, The Australian Climatic Environment, John Wiley & Sons, 
Brisbane, 1977, p.227. 
83 A. Grenfell Price, The History and Problems of the Northern Territory, Australia, The John Murtagh 
Macrossan Lectures, University of Queensland, 1930, pp.49-50. 
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people either to maintain their health or engage in continuous manual 

work’.84 

 

Suzanne Parry describes the discourse of tropical medicine’s significant 

role in shaping a particularly ‘northern identity’.85  Tropical medicine was 

closely linked in its infancy to political imperatives to populate the 

tropical north of Australia with white settlers.86  In this, and the close 

comparisons to the medical expertise developed by the British 

colonialists in Africa, the experience of the developers of north 

Queensland are also relevant.  Foremost of this genre was Cilento’s 

seminal study The White Man in the Tropics.  The overwhelming 

desirability of white people’s ability to settle in the tropics was the 

primary motivation for most medical examination.87  Parry also describes 

the changing health priorities in the Northern Territory after the Second 

World War when conditions in most of Australia were noted for universal 

improvement in ‘personal and social well-being’.88  She argues that this 

was experienced differently in the Territory, where non-Indigenous 

Territorians felt ‘…vulnerable as a result of their position on the 

geographic, economic and social periphery…’.89  The period was also 

formative in increasing medicalisation of the ‘civilising process’.90 

 

Geographers emphasise conquering the peculiarities of northern Australia 

to ‘fill the tropical areas’.91  Holmes’ book speaks of an ‘open north’ into 

which a ‘new stage of development is about to be ushered’.92  

Government reports repeated favourable expert opinions: ‘Here is a 

                                                 
84 Ibid, p.50. 
85 Parry, ‘The Shaping of the Northern Territory’, pp.35-50. 
86 Ibid, p.36. 
87 Discussion of this and its role in northern development is included in Courtenay, Northern Australia, 
pp.20-25. 
88 Suzanne Parry, ‘Health: A Matter of Control’ in Julie T Wells, Mickey Dewar, Suzanne Parry (eds) 
Modern Frontier: Aspects of the 1950s in Australia’s Northern Territory, Charles Darwin University 
Press, Darwin, 2005, pp.57-70. 
89 Ibid, p.57. 
90 Ibid, p.58; also relevant are Wells, ‘Welfare Colonists’; and Diane Clark, ‘A Means to an End, 
Aboriginal Hygiene and Environmental Health Worker Programs in the Northern Territory from 1951-
1997’, unpublished PhD thesis, Northern Territory University, 1999. 
91 Introduction to American Geographical Review, August 1919, quoted in Taylor, Australia, p.440. 
92 Holmes, Australia’s Open North, p. xiii. 
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country with enormous areas of land, capable of intensive cultivation 

standing idle and empty’.93  Geographers played an important role in 

defining the Northern Territory’s climatic and environmental features and 

how it differed from other places.  Many also discussed proposals to 

remedy what was represented as the Territory’s lack of development.  

P.P. Courtenay’s study of the Territory’s development includes analysis 

of most early geographers’ work and in addition includes details from the 

many government-initiated reports.94   

 

While some geographers discussed infrastructure needs, housing either as 

a facet of economic development or as part of providing the changed 

conditions to facilitate the social development of the Territory was 

notable by its absence.  One exception discussed by Courtenay was Breinl 

and Young’s study reported by the Australian Medical Congress.95  They 

argued that tropical conditions did not on their own preclude Europeans 

living and working successfully in the tropics, rather, that living 

arrangements had to be adapted to suit the conditions.96  Another 

commentator noted that ‘…houses are generally badly built, often of 

corrugated iron, without verandahs, which make them resemble an oven 

more than a human habitation…’.97  Higher standard housing built for 

comfort was therefore considered necessary to aid European settlement of 

tropical areas.98 

   

P.F. Donovan’s and Alan Powell’s frequently cited Northern Territory 

general histories of the Northern Territory give detailed discussion of the 

importance of successive governments’ political and economic policies to 

                                                 
93 Quoted in the Bulletin of the Northern Territory, 9, 1912, cited by Powell, An Historical Geography 
of Modern Australia, p.62. 
94 Courtenay, Northern Australia. 
95 A. Breinl & W.J. Young, ‘Tropical Australia and its Settlement’, Annals of Tropical Medicine & 
Parasitology, 13, 1920, pp.351-412.  Discussed by Courtenay, Northern Australia, pp.22-23. 
96 Breinl & Young, ‘Tropical Australia and its Settlement’. 
97 A.W. Tilby, ‘White Colonization in the Australian Tropics: its Present Position’, United Empire, 3, 
pp.319-323, quoted in Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.24. 
98 Ibid, also argued by Cilento, The White Man in the Tropics. 
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the Territory’s development.99  Powell shows that from the beginning 

external control was premised on ‘Systemic Colonization’ which 

essentially meant that the Territory ‘must pay for itself’.100  Courtenay 

argues that the underlying premises of a federated white Australia101 

precluding ‘admixture of other races’ led to questioning the feasibility of 

developing of the tropical north by European settlement.102  This 

argument is strongly linked to debates surrounding the desirability of 

whites settling in the tropics.  Courtenay, however, argues through the 

application of Griffith Taylor’s land value maps that the attitudes also had 

a strong link to the unrealised value of economic development of northern 

Australia.103 

 

While early pastoral expansion was seen as the main conduit for the 

Territory’s settlement,104 the Commonwealth Government was interested 

in any privately (or partially) funded venture that would assist in settling 

the Territory.105  During debate on the Territory’s transfer to the 

Commonwealth, views were also expressed that settlement would not 

come quickly.106  Perhaps highlighting the Commonwealth’s mixed 

                                                 
99 P.F. Donovan, A Land Full of Possibilities, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1981 and At 
the Other End of Australia; Powell, Far Country. 
100 Powell, Far Country, p.77. 
101 The synonymous nature of ‘white Australia’ and Federation is established by Warwick Anderson, 
The Cultivation of Whiteness: Science, Health and Racial Destiny in Australia, Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, p.244; and John Kane, ‘Racialism and Democracy: The Legacy of White Australia’, 
in Geoffrey Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1997, pp.117-131.  The impact of pre-existing conditions and understandings of race in the colonies 
prior to Federation is demonstrated by Gwenda Tavan, The long, slow death of White Australia, Scribe 
Publications, Melbourne, 2005, pp.7-29.  The link between the foundations of white Australia and the 
Northern Territory are included in Julie Wells, ‘Finding the Road to Rum Jungle’, in Wells et al (eds), 
Modern Frontiers, pp.1-16. 
102 Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.20. 
103 Ibid, pp.21-22.  Courtenay quotes two Taylor publications on geographical limits of settlement: 
Griffith Taylor, ‘Geographical Factors controlling the Settlement of Tropical Australia’, Queensland 
Geographical Journal, nos. 32-33, 1918, pp.1-67; and ‘The Frontiers of Settlement in Australia’, 
Geographical Review, vol.16, 1926, pp.1-25.  The argument referred to by Courtenay is perhaps best 
consolidated in Taylor, Australia. 
104 Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.25. 
105 The assisted establishment of the Vesteys meat empire within the Northern Territory is probably one 
of the earliest example of this: Powell, Far Country, pp.152-154; and Donovan, At the other end of 
Australia, p.17. 
106 In 1911 the Federal Member for Capricornia was quoted as saying ‘I believe that for many years to 
come we shall have to hold the Territory as a man with a considerable area of country might allow a 
paddock to remain disused.  We shall have to leave it very unsettled for a long time.’  Quoted by Paul 
Everingham, ‘Developing the North’ in Elizabeth J. Harman and Brian Head (eds)  State Capital and 
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motivations in its approach to the Northern Territory from the 

beginning,107 the lack of clear direction and priority in funding led to 

continued failure in both economic development and settlement.108  

Existing literature maps a diverse range of development reports and 

projects that, like the rest of Australia, were usually associated with 

resource or agricultural development.109  This approach culminated in the 

huge expansion of roads and infrastructure in northern Australia 

associated with the beef industry during the 1960s at the same time as 

increased viability of mining due to improved automation.110 

 

Donovan argues that the Territory’s economic viability had to be 

heightened at this time as a direct consequence of disquiet associated with 

South East Asian political turmoil.111  In contrast to this, though, and 

writing at the height of an economic boom, J.H. Kelly’s Struggle for the 

North argues for ‘centralised public investment’ instead of reliance on 

large overseas companies.112  Using both economic evidence and pictures 

of dilapidated infrastructure (like housing), Kelly contended that large 

private companies failed to use their profits to improve their holdings.  

The impact of this was to hinder economic development. 

 

Looking at the Northern Territory’s economic development is an 

important part of understanding housing’s role in the Territory.  For 

example, when the British company Vesteys secured large tracts of land 

soon after the Commonwealth took control, part of the infrastructure built 

by the company was housing for its employees.  It is possibly the first 
                                                                                                                                            
Resources in the north and west of Australia, University of Western Australia Press, Perth, 1982, 
p.133. 
107 There was a hypothesis that there were up to six reasons for the Northern Territory’s development: 
strategic, defence, use of resources, agricultural development, economic (food provider), raising 
Aboriginal living standards; B.R. Davidson, The Northern Myth, Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 1965, pp.2-3. 
108 Donovan, At the other end of Australia, p.44. 
109 E.J. Harman & B.W. Head, ‘Introduction: State, Capital and Resources’, in Harman & Head, State 
Capital and Resources, p.11-13; also Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.25-28. 
110 Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh, ‘Mining and Economic Development in the Northern Territory: What we 
know, what we need to know,’ Ian Moffatt and Ann Webb (eds), North Australian Research: Some 
Past Themes and New Directions, North Australia Research Unit, Australian National University, 
Darwin, 1991, p.60. 
111 Donovan, At the other end of Australia, pp.210-212. 
112 J.H. Kelly, Struggle for the North, Australasian Book Society, Sydney, 1966, p. xvi. 
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example of that form of housing in the Territory, other than government 

housing for its officers.  The poor, or at least slow, rate of development 

seen before the Second World War meant that little new housing was 

built and few towns flourished.  The exception was the ‘elite upper level 

bureaucrats’ who enjoyed superior housing conditions in Darwin.113  

Contrasted with this is the growth in numbers of houses built from the 

1950s, when economic development of the Territory surged ahead.114 

 

Economic development’s historic contribution to political and social 

change in the Northern Territory was rarely analysed until quite 

recently.115  Peter Loveday’s outline of the ‘Political History of the 

North’ up to the 1990s is a rare exception because he discusses texts 

dealing with the economic, political and social development of northern 

Australia as they relate to northern political history.116  Loveday 

introduces the link between understandings of the northern Australia and 

the ‘frontier hypothesis’ as a theme relevant to understanding political 

and social history.117  Loveday also looks at the applicability of Fred 

Alexander’s examination of the frontier, as originally hypothesised by 

Frederick Jackson Turner, to north Australian history.118  Examination of 

the frontier’s role in Australian understanding is a feature of Australian 

historiography. Recent Northern Territory analyses apply earlier 

examinations in understanding Territory identity.119  Of these, Bill 

                                                 
113 Eve Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary, A history of the impact of planning and politics on the Darwin 
area of Fannie Bay 1869-2001’, unpublished PhD thesis, Charles Darwin University, 2003. 
114 For example numbers of houses  more than doubled in the period from 1947 to 1961, from Margaret 
Landrigan & Julie T Wells, ‘Populating the Northern Territory’, in Wells et al (eds) Modern Frontier, 
pp.103-120, also Appendix A, Table 12. 
115 A recent example of a synthesis of analysis of the 1950s for example is Wells et al (eds), Modern 
Frontiers. 
116 Peter Loveday, ‘Political History of the North’ in Moffatt & Webb (eds), North Australian 
Research, pp.146-172. 
117 Ibid, p.147. 
118 Fred Alexander, Moving Frontiers, an American Theme and its application to Australia History, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, (1947) 1969.  
119 Foremost within Australian history: Davison, ‘Frontier’ and Russell Ward, The Australian Legend, 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1958.  Most relevant NT specific analyses include David 
Carment, ‘Unfurling the Flag: Historians, Identity and Politics in Australia and the Northern Territory’, 
Journal of Northern Territory History, no.16, 2005, pp.29-35; Mickey Dewar, ‘Frontier Theory and the 
Construction of Meaning in Northern Territory Writing’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.7, 
1996, pp.15-24; Dewar, “In Search of the Never Never”; Parry, ‘The Shaping of a Northern Identity’; 
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Wilson’s history of early policing in the Northern Territory is particularly 

relevant as it links interpretations of Turner’s frontier hypothesis and 

administrative responses to the Territory’s social conditions.120 

 

Histories of the Territory’s urban and rural centres describe prevailing 

conditions and how these changed.  John Lea’s two local government 

histories of Katherine and Tennant Creek both contribute to 

understanding the role of local government administration and the 

building of community infrastructure in small, isolated rural centres.121  

Lea’s studies are particularly valuable due to his interweaving of 

Aboriginal experience into the history of the two towns’ diverse social 

circumstances.  He examines urban planning approaches to the increasing 

urbanisation of these smaller rural centres and of accommodations made 

with Aboriginal people ‘South of the Berrimah Line’.122  Housing is an 

integral subject area here, with Lea arguing that: 

…the continued separate administration of the main race 
groups, the rapid influx of town campers as well as major 
growth in the urban population…, proved difficult to 
accommodate socially and led to great polarisation between 
black and white society.123 

 
Two histories of Alice Springs and Darwin were specifically undertaken 

for local government councils.  They are not, therefore, giving the same 

community view of the two towns’ developments as do Lea’s histories.  

Peter Donovan and Alistair Heatley’s studies do, however, provide 

detailed histories of the urban planning and local government 

processes.124  Jeff Collman’s and Mike Heppell’s seminal works on 

Aboriginal ‘fringe-dwelling’ town camps are pivotal to understanding the 

                                                                                                                                            
W.R. (Bill) Wilson, ‘A Force Apart? A History of the Northern Territory Police Force 1870-1926’, 
unpublished PhD thesis, Northern Territory University, 2001. 
120 Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, pp.190-195. 
121 J.P. Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, 1937-78, Australian National University 
North Australia Research Unit, Darwin, 1987; and John P. Lea, Government and the Community in 
Tennant Creek 1947-78, Australian National University North Australia Research Unit, Darwin, 1989. 
122 John Lea, ‘South of the Berrimah Line: Government and the Aboriginal Community in Katherine 
and Tennant Creek after World War Two’, Peter Loveday & Ann Webb (eds), Small Towns in 
Northern Australia, Australian National University North Australia Research Unit, Darwin, 1989, 
pp.189-204. 
123 Lea, ‘South of the Berrimah Line’, p.190. 
124 Peter Donovan, Alice Springs, its history and the people who made it, Alice Springs Town Council, 
Alice Springs, 1988; Alistair Heatley, A City Grows: A History of the Darwin City Council 1957-1984, 
Australian National University North Australia Research Unit, Darwin, 1986. 
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broader dynamics of housing’s role in Alice Springs.125  In Darwin, Eve 

Gibson’s two works on town planning are instrumental in understanding 

administrative responses to changing social demands.126  A range of 

publications provide insights into Darwin’s ‘hidden histories’.127  

Foremost among them are Maisie Austin’s record of life for families in 

the ex-army camps used for emergency housing throughout the 1950s, 

Barbara Cummings’ description of living conditions in Darwin 

Aboriginal institutions and Bill Day’s chronicle of the role of the Gwalwa 

Dariniki movement in the Aboriginal reclaiming of Darwin.128  

Collections of Darwin Aboriginal peoples’ oral histories give another 

perspective.129  Basil Sansom’s study of living conditions in town camps 

around Darwin helped to complete the full picture of housing 

circumstances.130  For background information on housing’s role in other 

Territory centres, pastoral stations, missions and reserves, published 

social histories and oral histories were interrogated.131 

                                                 
125 Jeff Collman, Fringe-Dwellers and Welfare: The Aboriginal Response to Bureaucracy, University 
of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1988; M. Heppell (ed) A black reality: Aboriginal camps and housing 
in remote Australia, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1979; M. Heppell and Julian 
Wigley, Black out in Alice, A history of the establishment and development of town camps in Alice 
Springs, Development Studies Monographs, Australian National University, Canberra, 1981. 
126 Eve Gibson, Bag-huts, Bombs and Bureaucrats, A history of the impact of town planning and 
compulsory land acquisition on the town and people of Darwin 1937-1959, Historical Society of the 
Northern Territory, Darwin, 1997; ‘Beyond the Boundary’. 
127 Acknowledging the author of the term, the Northern Territory’s first Indigenous Minister, John Ah 
Kit applied this term when describing the Aboriginal history of Darwin, largely missing from official 
records, during debate on heritage conservation legislation: Northern Territory Legislative Assembly, 
Debates, Ministerial Statement, Heritage Legislation Review, 16 October 2003, accessed on line 15 
May 2006 at http://notes.nt.gov.au/lant/hansard.  The original coiner of the term ‘hidden histories’ was 
Deborah Bird Rose, Hidden histories: black stories from Victoria River Downs, Humbert River and 
Wave Hill Stations, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1991. 
128 Austin, The Quality of Life; Cummings, Take this child; Bill Day, Bunji: A story of the Gwalwa 
Dariniki movement, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1994. 
129 Devitt et al, Under the Mango Tree, LNAC, Saltwater people. 
130 Basil Sansom, The Camp at Wallaby Cross: Aboriginal fringe dwellers in Darwin, Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1980. 
131 Some examples are: Jim Alexander, The Rain Bird, Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 
Darwin, 1996; Bagshaw, Stores and Stories; Max Cartwright, Missionaries, Aborigines & Welfare 
Settlement Days in the Northern Territory, self-published, Adelaide, 1928; Patricia Davison, The 
Manga-Manda Settlement, Phillip Creek: an historical reconstruction from written, oral and material 
evidence, Occasional Paper in Material Anthropology, Material Culture Unit, James Cook University 
of North Queensland, 1985; Jack Doolan, The Founding of Maningrida,  Occasional Papers, Northern 
Territory Library Service, Darwin, 1989; Peter Forrest, The Spirit of the Daly, Daly River Community 
Development Association, Darwin, 1994; Jane Gleeson & Michaela Richards, Mataranka and the 
Daly, two studies in the history of settlement in the Northern Territory, Monograph, Australian 
National University North Australia Research Unit, Canberra, 1985; Arch Grant, Palmerston to 
Darwin, 75 Years Service on the Frontier, Frontier Publishing, Sydney, 1990; Harris, ‘CMS 
Missionary’; Hart, ‘The Church Missionary Society’; Syd Kyle-Little, Whispering Wind: Adventures in 
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The thesis examines housing’s cultural role in the Commonwealth 

government’s colonising of the Northern Territory.  An integral part of 

this is understanding the housing circumstances for different groups 

within the Territory.  Although little recognised, a range of Government 

programs assisted people with housing in the years leading up to the 

formation of the Northern Territory Housing Commission in 1959.  

Primarily these were institutions for Aborigines and Aboriginal people of 

mixed descent, ‘residences’ for officers and assistance to Aboriginal 

people of mixed descent to build their own houses.132  Information on 

these was gleaned from government records.  For the programs’ impacts, 

annual reports and oral histories provided significant amounts of 

information.  As the Commonwealth administration of housing was the 

focus and administrative files the source of the research, the 

circumstances surrounding Aboriginal fringe camping (later town camps) 

could not be included.  As there is no history of the Housing 

Commission, reliance was very much on the Commission’s annual 

reports and available administrative files. 

 

Just as urban planning is understood as a participatory factor in the 

provision of housing, environmental health is also closely associated with 

the literature surrounding Aboriginal health and housing.  Diane Clark’s 

study of the development of Aboriginal hygiene and environmental health 

worker programs broadened understanding of underlying administrative 

motivation for housing related programs.133  The truth is, however, that 

housing for Aborigines, for Aboriginal people of mixed descent, for 

government officers, and for waged workers were all premised on 

                                                                                                                                            
Arnhem Land, Boolarong Publications, Brisbane, 1993; Maisie McKenzie, Mission to Arnhem Land, 
Rigby, Adelaide, 1976; Margot Miles, The Old Tennant, self-published, Adelaide, 1988; Ella 
Shepherdson, Half a Century in Arnhem Land, self-published, One Tree Hill, South Australia, 1981; 
National Trust of Australia (Northern Territory), O’Keefe Residence Katherine, National Trust of 
Australia (Northern Territory), Darwin, 1992. 
132 Funding was also provided to various groups, principally missions, to help in providing care for 
Aborigines, of which housing was one small part. 
133 Clark, ‘A Means to an End’.  Also relevant Julie Wells, ‘A Woman’s Work: Assimilation Policy and 
Housework in the Darwin area in the 1950s and 1960s’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.2, 
1991, pp.1-15. 
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different, separate understandings.  While it is correct to point to the lack 

of private amenities in Aboriginal housing until the 1980s as a 

contributory factor to lower living standards,134 other studies show that 

physical exclusion of some groups was as much a contributory factor.135  

It is argued that all of these factors contribute to the cultural role credited 

to housing in the Territory prior to self-government. 

 

Thesis organisation 
 

The thesis is developed thematically within three chronologically 

sequential parts, together with this introduction and a conclusion.  

Because of the nature of the themes, each part has been written so that it 

can be independently convincing in its arguments. 

 

Part One, ‘Settling’, examines the motivations behind settlement of the 

Northern Territory and the impacts of the settling processes.  Chapters are 

devoted to examining the economic and political forces prevailing in 

Australia around the time of the Northern Territory Acceptance Act 1910, 

living conditions (health, housing) in the Northern Territory, the 

Commonwealth administration, legislation for Aborigines, and discussion 

of the different components of the Territory’s population during the inter-

war period.  In examining the national influences on the Territory during 

this initial 20 year phase the early settlement failures are examined for 

their impacts on living conditions. 

 

In Part Two the components of civilising the Northern Territory are 

examined over a 20 year period from the 1930s through interwoven 

chapters.  The impact of changing anthropological views about 

Aborigines on government policies is accessed in addition to legislative 

and administrative changes to the Commonwealth administration.  The 

economic and political environment leading up to and including the 

                                                 
134 Shaneen Fantin, ‘Making Yolngu Towns, Housing and Settlement History at Galiwin’ku and 
Ramingining’, unpublished report, 31 July 2001. 
135 Tim Rowse, ‘Housing and Colonial Patronage, Alice Springs, 1920-65’, in Read, Settlement, 
pp.85-102. 
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Second World War and the social impacts of the legislative, economic 

and political environments are analysed for housing’s role in both 

economic and social terms.  The second part covers a period of 

significant change for the Northern Territory and includes the moves 

towards assimilating Territory residents into the nation.  The introduction 

of home loan schemes and ‘half-caste’ housing schemes are investigated 

in detail. 

 

The final thematic part on attempts to ‘normalise’ the Northern Territory 

includes an examination of the major changes to the socio-economic 

environment within the new political atmosphere following the Second 

World War.  Each of the components of change in living circumstances is 

separately examined.  In the first chapters the political forces at play in 

the Territory and in the Commonwealth and the strength of national 

moves that drove home ownership and instigated public housing are 

investigated.  In later chapters economic development arguments are 

tested against the reality of Northern Territory circumstances and the 

impact of assimilation policies for both Aboriginal peoples and north 

Australia are assessed.  In particular, an assessment is made of the 

policies’ effect in ensuring that all in the Northern Territory lived like 

other Australians. 
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PART ONE 

Settling 
 
 
 
 

 
Picture 1. View along Katherine River, PH0754/0038 Folesche Collection, 
Northern Territory Library and Information Service (N TLIS). 
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Introduction 
 

Black Aborigines throw spears on open grassed spaces between 
the houses; dusky Malays, short and sturdy, sit smoking by the 
roadway, children of all shades of brown peer with curious eyes 
round the tin walls of their home…1 
 

 
 

Fictional representation of the Northern Territory’s living conditions around 

the turn of the twentieth century presents views of a frontier society made up 

of European administrative officials, adventurers cum opportunists and 

alien, non-European residents.  These views were mainly provided of 

Darwin as the only administrative centre and town of any size.  The above 

observation by Elsie Masson was made when she was employed as 

governess to Administrator Gilruth’s children a few years after the 

Territory’s transfer to the Commonwealth.  Living conditions for Masson 

and those in government employment are best represented by images 

redolent of British colonialism: of men in white, tropical weight suits 

wearing topees, enjoying the comforts of shady verandahs while non-

European servants did the necessary work. 

 

 
Picture 2. Gilruth family at the Residency, 1913, reproduced from Department of 
External Affairs,  Views of the Northern Territory of Australia, p.3.2 

 

                                                 
1 Elsie Masson, An Untamed Territory, Macmillan, London, 1926, pp.31-2. 
2 Department of External Affairs, Views of the Northern Territory of Australia, Department of External 
Affairs, Melbourne, 1913. 
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Two terms, settlement and development, are constantly repeated in this first 

part of the thesis.  For the sake of clarity each is defined as it relates to the 

topic.   Although both are used extensively in historical and other literature, 

they are rarely defined within that use.  M.C. Hartwig describes Australia’s 

historical development as ‘…one of social and political improvement…’.3  

‘Development’ is usually used interchangeably with economic development, 

meaning economic growth and is applied almost exclusively to developing 

countries and ‘third world’ economies.  Robert Nisbet in a historical analysis 

of societal change argues for ideas of growth and progress to be understood 

as powerful metaphors in the west for thought on society and change. 4  

Nisbet however notes that the metaphor describes a ranking of society rather 

than to show change or  ‘development’ from one stage to another. 

 

When South Australia sought to include the Northern Territory into its 

colonial administration the underlying idea was that its development would 

occur in much the same way as other colonies.  Land would be sold to 

finance state administration in the Territory, which would have to ‘pay for 

itself.’5  There was no idea of social improvements included in this 

underlying idea.  However Enlightenment ‘stadial’ theory underlaid the 

rationale of economic development’s linear progression from hunter 

gathering to rural self-sustainability to organised rural production of towns 

to cities.6  Development therefore contained economic, political and social 

aspects of progressive change, usually labelled ‘improvement’.  

‘Development’ is employed within this very broad context while 

acknowledging that the quoted uses of the term rarely described its meaning 

or why the ideal was being pursued, rather just alluding to it as a 

contemporary ideal, the ‘raison d’etre of the colonial presence’.7 

 

                                                 
3 M.C. Hartwig, ‘Aborigines and Racism: An Historical Perspective’, in Frank Stevens (ed) Racism: 
The Australian Experience, a study of race prejudice in Australia, Volume 2 Black versus White, 
Australia and New Zealand Book Company, Sydney, 1972, pp.9-24. 
4 Robert A. Nisbet, Social Change and History: Aspects of the Western Theory of Development,  
Oxford University Press, New York, 1969. 
5 Powell, Far Country, p.77. 
6 McGregor, Imagined Destinies, pp.2-3. 
7 McGrath, ‘Born in the Cattle’, p.124. 
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Roget’s Thesarus lists ‘settlement’ as being synonymous  with ‘territory’, 

‘enclosure’, ‘holding’ and ‘colony’,8 suggesting an understanding of 

occupied, farmed land.   Hartwig places settlement as the ‘overriding 

concern’ of colonies, and that the interests of the settler therefore prevailed 

and were heavily encouraged.9  Peter Pels argues that ‘Settler colonialism 

was based on the expropriation of land.’10  The close link between land and 

colonialism is at the core of understanding the term ‘settlement’.  Ian Hillock 

in his thesis on the colonial agricultural settlement of the Northern Territory 

notes that the Territory’s difference was due to its inadequate land 

settlement.  Development was therefore less successful.11  Donald Denoon 

defines settlement historiography as ‘Eurocentric’ and ‘forward looking’.12 

 

The privileged nature of settlement history, of an epic struggle against 

nature, also excludes Aborigines from the idea of land settlement.13  An 

early twentieth century view was that the Aboriginal peoples’ failure to 

settle Australia was proof of the unsuitability of land for its Indigenous 

inhabitants.14  However, the Indigenous peoples’ settlement of land had 

occurred prior to concentrated European occupation of the Northern 

Territory.  Aboriginal family bands moved around their country, using 

available resources and building shelter as determined by circumstances and 

seasons.15  The anthropologists Catherine and Ronald Berndt suggest that 

settlement conjures up three things.  The first is the presence of fixed 

dwellings located in a place where people stay for long periods.  The second 

                                                 
8 George Davidson (ed), Roget’s Thesaurus, Penguin, London, 2004, p.732. 
9 Hartwig, ‘Aborigines and Racism’, p.13. 
10 Peter Pels, ‘The Anthropology of Colonialism: Culture, History and the Emergence of Western 
Governmentality’, in Annual Review of Anthropology, vol.26, 1997, pp.163-183, p.173. 
11 Ian M. Hillock, ‘Rethinking colonial endeavour in relation to agricultural settlement in the Northern 
Territory, 1863 to 1945: a critical perspective,’ unpublished PhD thesis, Faculty of Education, Health & 
Science, Charles Darwin University, 2005, pp. xiv. 
12 Donald Denoon, Settler Capitalism: The Dynamics of Dependent Development in the Southern 
Hemisphere, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1983, pp.207-8.   
13 Lyn Riddett, ‘Think Again: Communities which Lose Their Memory: the Construction of History in 
Settler Societies,’ in Journal of Australian Studies, no.44, March 1995, pp.38-47. 
14 D. Hastings Young, White Australia – Is It Possible: the problem of the empty north, quoted in Peter 
Crossman, Roland McMillan, Peter Byron, ‘The Saga of the Development of Northern Australia: An 
Historical Perspective’, unpublished paper from Pacific Regional Science Conference Organisation, 
held at Cairns, 1991, p.17. 
15 Catherine H. Berndt & Ronald M. Berndt, The Aboriginal Australians, the first pioneers, Pitman 
Publishing, Melbourne, (1978) 1983, pp.10-12. 
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is the occupation of a particular area so that the area is associated with the 

same population over long periods and the third is settlement as a system of 

cultivation where people play an active direct role in planting and harvesting 

food.16 

 

Picture 3.  Government housing, 
PH0135/0044 Lister Collection, NTLIS. 

Picture 4. Mosquito house TPH1727 
Thomson Collection, Museum of Victoria. 

 

In writing about Aborigines as settlers, the Berndts contend that the second 

point is the most significant aspect of ‘settlement’ or ‘settled’ living.17  

However it is argued here that it was the first and the third points that have 

influenced settlement historiography.  To put this within the context of 

housing means that settlement’s contribution to development could be 

represented by a streetscape such as in Picture 3, rather than the housing 

depicted in Picture 4.  In the streetscape, Indigenous flora is removed.  

Ordered, linear alignment and standardised housing are applied to present 

consistent, enclosed space.  In contrast Picture 4 presents all that required 

development in the Northern Territory – temporary or at best, makeshift 

shelter, surrounded by indigenous landscape and people, seemingly without 

industry. 

 

There has never been any argument that particular Aboriginal groups 

were associated with specific areas of the Northern Territory.  Earliest 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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recording of travels throughout the Territory for example noted: in the 

Darwin area, the Larrakia, Wagait, Kungarakan; in Katherine, the 

Dagoman, Jawoyn and Wardaman; in Tennant Creek, the Warramungu; 

and in the Alice Springs area, the Aranda.  To European inspection at the 

turn of the twentieth century however, the Northern Territory needed 

economic development and land settlement.  It was only after these 

outward signs occurred that Europeans could be considered to have 

settled the Territory. 

 
 

Part Organisation 
 

This part of the thesis examines the Northern Territory’s initial settlement 

period under the Commonwealth’s administration until the mid 1930s.  It 

specifically examines the motivations behind settlement and the impacts of 

the settling processes.  It analyses some contemporary early twentieth 

century policies and investigates links between land settlement, economic 

development policies and the housing of Northern Territory residents.   

 

There is popular historical agreement that both South Australian and early 

Commonwealth administrations of the Northern Territory failed 

spectacularly prior to the Second World War.  The lack of economic 

development had a corollary affect on the lives of Territory residents, 

reflected in the standard of the residents’ housing.  This part examines the 

evidence for seeing housing as an aid to the settling of the Territory. 

 
Chapter One looks at economic and political forces prevailing in particularly 

South Australia, leading up to the Northern Territory Surrender Act.  It 

establishes the background to the land settlement ethos that guided South 

Australia’s settlement and how this was applied to the Northern Territory 

during negotiations for transfer to the Commonwealth.  The chapter also 

examines the underlying premises of the transfer and the White Australia 

policy’s impact on the Commonwealth’s administration, particularly in 

determining acceptable conditions for different resident groups.  The 

economic conditions existing within the Northern Territory are also 
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considered, as are the various land-settlement schemes commenced or 

continued by the Commonwealth. 

 

In Chapter Two living conditions for Territory residents are explored as a 

component in examining the Territory’s economic circumstances.  Closer 

analysis of the housing of government officials, those living in agricultural 

‘experiments’, mining camps and on pastoral stations all provide a broad 

understanding of non-Indigenous living conditions until the mid 1930s.  

Contemporary anthropological ideas about Aborigines are examined to 

understand the various administrative responses to living conditions for all 

residents.   

 

Chapter Three looks at Aboriginal settlement, both the Indigenous use of 

land and detailed examination of the Commonwealth’s motivations behind 

the establishment of institutionalised housing to settle Aborigines within its 

understanding of settlement.  The development of the Kahlin Compound in 

Darwin and the Bungalow in Alice Springs are then explored.  In the 

Chapter, the Northern Territory Chief Protector of Aborigines’ early 1930s 

policy for ‘half-caste’ housing is also investigated to understand the final 

design of the housing, the choice of recipients and the cost and impact of the 

implemented policy. 

 

In Chapter Four the development of the Northern Territory’s first housing 

assistance scheme for other than public servants, the Workmen’s Dwelling 

Ordinance, is examined.  The bureaucratic processes employed to develop 

the Ordinance are closely investigated to highlight the legislation’s aim, the 

reasons for its abandonment and the impact of centralised control of the 

Commonwealth’s decision makers on the reality of frontier life. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Bringing South Australia’s Northern Territory into the Federation 
 

In an age of successful agricultural colonisation elsewhere, 
government policies were never able to encourage viable 
agricultural settlement.  In many respects the Territory is 
‘different’ to the rest of Australia…because its ‘development’ 
and colonial settlement have met with less success than that 
experienced in the rest of Australia.1 
 

 
In 1862, after losing the competition for control of what became the 

Northern Territory, Queensland’s colonial government criticised the British 

colonial government for determining ‘colonizing schemes by boards or 

individuals resident in London…possessed of no practical knowledge of 

Australia, but with abstract notions of the general fitness of things…’2  True 

to this model, however, South Australia initially administered the Territory 

remotely through the Northern Territory Company, formed in conditions 

almost identical to those that produced the South Australia Company.  The 

latter created a thriving colony within 10 years and hopes abounded that the 

Northern Territory Company would parallel such success.3  The land settling 

process, however, ended in the courts after disgruntled purchasers sought 

compensation for breach of contract after discovering no surveyed land 

existed.4  The first debt to be held against the Northern Territory flowed 

from this initial settlement plan.  By 1875 when all claims were settled, the 

Territory had amassed a total debt of £173,000.5  With borrowings for 

developmental work the original debt was doubled.  This was added to by 

unsuccessful mining ventures in Pine Creek and the quadrupled cost of the 

overland telegraph.  All of this combined in the public mind as a large debit 

against the Territory.6 

 

Part of South Australia – land settlement, railways and debt 
 
                                                 
1 Hillock, ‘Rethinking colonial endeavour’, pp. xiii-iv. 
2 Governor of Queensland, Bowen, to the Colonial Office, 1863, quoted by C.J. Swanson, ‘The 
Maladministration of the Northern Territory (1824-1924)’, unpublished paper, undated, p.4. 
3 Swanson, ‘The Maladministration of the Northern Territory’, p.7. 
4 Ibid, p .8. 
5 Ibid, p.9.  This figure varies in sources.  Other sources have the 1875 figure as closer to £250,000.  
For example Wood, ‘The Settlement of Northern Australia’. 
6 Wood, ‘The Settlement of Northern Australia’, pp.4-5. 
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European occupation of the Northern Territory did not follow the usual 

pattern of settler-driven land use, predicated on closer settlement, so well 

recognised elsewhere in Australia.7  By the early 1890s it was recognised 

that South Australia had failed to establish land settlement through a 

plantation system of tropical agriculture in the Territory.8  In South 

Australia, cheap transport was provided with the building of the railway 

and in a similar approach to that taken to land settlement it was planned 

to extend British interest9 in developing railways to the Northern 

Territory.10  The addition of non-white or ‘coolie’ labour was thought to 

clear the way to agricultural and other development, including the 

building of the railway.11  However, by the time that the provision of 

cheap labour was being applied to the Northern Territory’s development 

ideas underscoring the White Australia policy were becoming dominant.  

There was also no ready export market, even if products were produced 

in enough quantity and reached Darwin, the only port.  The lack of 

interest in British loans to build the railway12 is sometimes cited as 

pivotal in South Australia’s loss of interest in the Territory, and to it 

being offered to the Commonwealth.13 

 
Elsewhere in Australia inducements were offered to rural settlement.  In 

New South Wales, the Advances to Settlers Act  provided loans to rural 

settlers on very relaxed terms.  In Queensland, land availability was 

increased through repurchase, closer settlement, loans on easy terms and 

considerable public works, including state funded farming research.  In 

                                                 
7 Stephen H. Roberts, History of Australian Land Settlement 1788-1920, Macmillan, Melbourne, 
(1924) 1968, p.180. 
8 F.H. Bauer, Historical Geography of White Settlement in part of Northern Australia, Part 2, The 
Katherine – Darwin Region, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization 
Divisional Report no.64/1, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1964, pp.175-6. 
9 At the close of the nineteenth century Australia still had a relatively immature economy that was still 
an appendage of the United Kingdom: D.T. Merrett, ‘Capital Markets and Capital Formation in 
Australia, 1890-1945’, Australian Economic History Review, vol.37, no.3, November 1997, pp.181-
201, p.182.  
10 J.Y. Harvey, The Never-Never Line: The Story of the North Australia Railway, Hyland House, 
Melbourne, 1987, pp.5-6. 
11 Ibid, p.8. 
12 The depression of the 1890s lessened demand for new large-scale investment for nearly two decades; 
Merrett, ‘Capital Markets’, p.182 
13 J. H. Kelly, Beef in Northern Australia, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1971, p.19; 
also Powell, Far Country, p.138. 
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Western Australia, the Homestead Act encouraged selection by ex-

miners, funded by loans through the Agricultural Bank. 14 

 
In 1895 a South Australian commission into the Northern Territory 

concluded that while the Territory’s poor record of development was due to 

sustained mismanagement, additional government expenditure would result 

in ‘prosperous settlement’.15  During the debates that precipitated the calling 

of the royal commission, however, it was the increasing level of debt 

attributed to the Territory that concerned South Australian parliamentarians.  

At the time of Federation, the debt, initiated by South Australian bungled 

land sales, was purported to be nearing £1million.16  From 1901 to 1906 

successive South Australian Premiers offered to negotiate the Northern 

Territory’s transfer to the Commonwealth, stipulating one condition – that 

the Commonwealth assume all liabilities connected to the Territory.17  The 

period surrounding the negotiation of the transfer was marked by continued 

economic downturn, if not outright failure, of the Northern Territory’s 

burgeoning land settlement.18 

 

Into this ferment in 1902 South Australia added the additional dimension of 

developing the north through the building of a transcontinental railway.19  

Inspired by earlier colonial, British funded railways in Australia, successive 

calls within South Australia over 40 years had proposed a railway as an 

essential conduit to settling the north.20  By 1891 the southern section of the 

railway ran to Oodnadatta and the northern section from Darwin to Pine 

Creek.  The building of the remaining section from Oodnadatta to Pine 

Creek was included in South Australian government approaches to the 

                                                 
14 A.G.L. Shaw, The Economic Development of Australia, 6th edition, Longman, Melbourne,  (1944) 
1973, pp.111-2. 
15 South Australian Parliamentary Papers 19, quoted in Donovan, A Land Full of Possibilities, 
pp.192-3. 
16 Donovan quotes £840,000 in 1900; A Land Full of Possibilities, p.190. 
17 Commonwealth Parliamentary Papers, 1906, no.42, Northern Territory correspondence between 
Prime Minister and Premier of South Australia, cited by J.J. Mettam, ‘Central Administratio and the 
Northern Territory 1911-1926’, unpublished PhD thesis, Department of Government and Public 
Administration, University of Sydney, 1995, p.77.  Also Powell, Far Country, p.138. 
18 Donovan and Powell both document the economic malaise of this time: Donovan, A Land Full of 
Possibilities, pp.193-202; Powell, Far Country, pp.101-8. 
19 Harvey, The Never-Never Line, pp.16-7. 
20 Ibid, pp.5-6. 
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Commonwealth on the transfer of the Northern Territory from 1905.21  At 

the same time, however, the Commonwealth had agreed to build an east-

west railway from Western Australia and the transfer of the Northern 

Territory itself would incur the acceptance of over £6 million in liabilities. 

When negotiations were finally concluded for the transfer of the Territory, 

any commitment that would bind the Commonwealth to building the railway 

within a specific time frame was omitted.22 

 
The Northern Territory Surrender Act stipulated that the Commonwealth 

would pay South Australia the remaining deficit and annually reimburse 

interest on loans accrued in respect of the Northern Territory.23  The bulk of 

the Act sets out agreements in respect of existing railways in the Territory 

and from Oodnadatta to Port Augusta in South Australia.  The incurred 

South Australian debts totalled £3,931,086, while the cost of the Port 

Augusta to Oodnadatta railway in South Australia added a further 

£2,239,462 ‘reimbursement’ to South Australia.  The Commonwealth’s 

Northern Territory then was delivered along with a record of settlement 

failure. 

 

A national project 
 

What then were the motivating forces behind the Commonwealth’s taking 

over the Northern Territory?  Alan Powell credits Alfred Deakin as the only 

politician who could rise above colonially predisposed state parochialism 

and enunciate a ‘pan-Australian vision’, of which north Australian 

development was an integral part.24  Deakin also cast the Commonwealth’s 

administration of the Territory in terms of shouldering the ‘white man’s 

burden’ and providing for ‘the last remnants of the aboriginal races’.25  

Other politicians like Samuel Mitchell, one of the members representing the 

Northern Territory in the South Australian parliament, understood that 

                                                 
21 Ibid, p.17. 
22 Ibid, p.19; also Powell, Far Country, pp.140-1. 
23 Northern Territory Surrender Act 1907, Schedule, clause 1(a), accessed on line 15 May 2006 at:  
http://www.foundingdocs.gov.au. 
24 Powell, Far Country, pp.141-2. 
25 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates 7, Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 
1902, p.15907. 
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‘colonial rivalries’ divided federal parliament and any attempt to develop the 

north would be seen as a threat to home states.26  Mitchell predicted that 

‘There were no votes in diverting scarce resources to northern development 

and the inevitable result…would be neglect and failure’.27  The historical 

geographer J.M. Powell describes the Commonwealth’s responsibilities for 

the Northern Territory as allowing a certain degree of experimentation in 

land settlement practices, up until then the principal process adopted to 

develop each state.28  This theme of the Northern Territory’s settlement by 

non-Indigenous people presented the new nation’s two fold ‘civic project’, 

northern development ‘by and for the white race’.29  Lingering security 

concerns meant that the main purpose of northern development was to 

exclude ‘the possibility of non-white development’ through white settlement 

and industry. 30  This was to be the case even if it meant that both settlement 

and development would be delayed by following the policy.31 

 

Plantation and agricultural development 
 

Australian colonies set a pattern of requiring the costs of administering 

territories to be met by earnings of the territory.  This pattern was 

established by the Queensland colonial government, and later the 

Commonwealth in their administrations of Papua.32  In Papua, like the 

Northern Territory, development and settlement by whites was planned to 

occur through tropical agriculture.  Gold exports to some extent aided this.33  

Following Papua’s transfer to the Commonwealth in 1902 a Royal 

Commission was appointed to enquire into and report on ways to improve 

conditions.  The transfer occurred at the same time as South Australia’s 

initial offers to transfer the Northern Territory.  Therefore, the background 
                                                 
26 Cited in Mettam, ‘Central Administration’, p.81. 
27 South Australian Parliamentary Debates (Assembly), 1907, p.1140; quoted in Mettam, ‘Central 
Administration’, p.81. 
28 J.M. Powell, ‘Patrimony of the People: The role of government in land settlement’, in R.L. Heathcote 
(ed) The Australian Experience: Essays in Australian Land Settlement and Resource Management, 
Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1988, pp.14-24, p.19. 
29 McGregor, 'Develop the North’, pp.33-45. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Reynolds, North of Capricorn, p. xi. 
32 Denoon, Settler Capitalism, p.192. 
33 R. McKillop and S.G. Firth, 'Foreign Intrusion,' in Denoon & Sowden, A Time to Plant and a Time to 
Uproot, pp.85-104, p.95. 
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to that Royal Commission is instrumental in understanding factors 

uppermost in the Commonwealth administering the Northern Territory: 

The Royal Commission represented a new nation seeking to 
establish its identity and only just recovering from a depression 
and a series of national droughts.  Racist sentiment had been 
transcribed into a national White Australia policy with the 
support of all political parties, and the emerging ethos place a 
high value on the virtues of life on the land.34 

 
Unfortunately the Commission’s recommendations called for significant 

resources from Australia at a time when it was reliant on imported capital.  

The Northern Territory transfer occurred when Commonwealth revenue was 

low and defence spending was increasing.35  The necessity for territories to 

pay for themselves was therefore paramount, and plantation-style economies 

provided the best option.  This was because land was either sold or granted 

to private companies to develop crops with cheap labour, with export 

earnings subsidising infrastructure development. 

 

Tropical agriculture in Commonwealth administered territories carried with 

it several assumptions, principal among them the ‘natural’ role as plantation 

workers of ‘native’ labour.36  The presence and economic activity of both 

Chinese and Melanesian peoples in the north became an issue addressed by 

the federating colonies at the same time as the Northern Territory’s 

development was being reconsidered.  One of the key proponents of 

adopting a plantation economy in Papua was E. Staniforth Smith, who also 

acted as Administrator in the Northern Territory for a short period after the 

First World War.37  Smith’s policies in Papua as Commissioner for Lands 

and Director of Works was for ‘Australian-dominated’ agricultural 

development through offering generous land leases and Papuans as 

labourers.38  However, in an alarmingly prophetic theme for the Northern 

Territory: 

Agricultural development in Papua might be described as ad 
hoc and speculative periods of optimism promoted frantic 

                                                 
34 Ibid, p.96. 
35 Powell argues that military spending and the resultant need for economy within Australia had a 
direct, negative affect on Territory development: Far Country, pp.14-76. 
36 Papuan Annual Report 1906-07, quoted by McKillop & Firth, ‘Foreign Intrusion’, p.97. 
37 McKillop & Firth, ‘Foreign Intrusion’, pp.96-7. 
38 Ibid, p.97. 
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searches for profitable crops, and the failure of these crops 
brought stagnation and depression.39 

 

White Australia 
 

In her thesis on labour in tropical Australia, Julia Martinez asserts that the 

southern areas of Australia were more climatically suited to perpetuating 

racial theories that civilisation occurred in temperate regions: 

…the north is portrayed as being outside the mainstream 
Australian experience.  The nation is perceived as being centred 
in the south, perpetuating eurocentric notions which divided the 
colonial world into dichotomies of temperate and tropical, 
white and ‘coloured’, civilised and savage.40 

 

The Northern Territory’s different climates to much of the rest of Australia 

and accompanying presence of a multi-ethnic community contributed to 

debate about white Australia.41  Martinez argues that the Territory ‘was 

regarded as geographically unsuited to large-scale white settlement.’42  The 

southern, temperate regions were the only areas of Australia considered 

suitable for pursuing a ‘white Australia’, with tropical climates thought most 

suitable for non-whites.43  Russell McGregor argues that the Territory’s 

condition at the time of transfer was ‘evidence for the theory that the white 

race could never thrive in the tropics.’44  The evidence for this was in the 

extremely small and ramshackle towns, uneconomic industry, and, in 

particular, a population dominated by non-whites.45 

 

The non-whites’ domination of the Territory’s population flew in the face of 

one of the unifying principles behind the newly federated nation – the desire 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 
40 Julia Martinez, ‘Plural Australia: Aboriginal and Asian Labour in Tropical White Australia, Darwin 
1911-1940’, unpublished PhD thesis, History and Politics Program, University of Wollongong, 1999, 
p.40. Henry Reynolds similarly asserts that the White Australia policy grew from contemporary racial 
thought, prejudice and ignorance about actual conditions in the north; North of Capricorn, p.36. 
41 Ibid, pp.6-7. 
42 Ibid, p.41. 
43 Ibid, p.34.  Also David Walker, Anxious Nation, Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850-1938, 
University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1999, pp.123, 143. 
44 McGregor, Imagined Destinies, p.66. 
45 Ibid; Powell, Far Country, pp.103-113; Walker, Anxious Nation, pp.115-6.  Population information 
in Table 1 of this chapter also refers. 
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for a white, homogenous population.46  The Commonwealth’s priority at the 

time of the transfer was therefore encouragement of white settlement.47  The 

Territory’s white settlement coincided with Prime Minister Fisher’s 

implementation of the second phase of the White Australia policy – the 

removal of ‘coloured’ workers and their replacement with white workers.48  

However, there was also recognition that ‘White Australia’ could not extend 

to Darwin where the climate was ‘regarded as inherently suitable for 

‘coloured’ labour.’ 49  Anthony Moran argues that Australian nationalism 

was intrinsically connected to land settlement and that therefore ‘white 

Australia [was] an ideology of possession of territory’ and contained 

‘justification for the dispossession of the indigenous peoples.’50  Aborigines 

were almost entirely absent51 from the debates about the Immigration 

Restriction Bill because, in addition to not being the group targeted by the 

Bill, there was a widely held view that Aborigines would not survive.52  

Also, Aborigines not in contact with white Australian society did not 

conflict with the ideals of the White Australia policy.  They were 

‘symbolically and physically outside the white nation’.53 

 

Alfred Deakin said that there were three mutually dependent and interrelated 

difficulties in the transfer of the Northern Territory.  These tropical, racial 

                                                 
46 Anthony Moran argues that ‘White Australia’ was strongly related to a burgeoning nationalistic ideal 
of homogeneity – culturally and politically; 'White Australia, Settler Nationalism and Aboriginal 
Assimilation', Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol. 51, no. 2, 2005.  Denoon argues that the 
White Australia policy, along with tariff protection and arbitration helped to reach agreement on a 
national economic strategy; Settler Capitalism, pp.189-190.  J.W. McCarty states that the institutions of 
federation brought the regions of Australia together in a ‘federal compact’; 'Australia's Regional 
History', Historical Studies vol. 18, no. 70, 1978.  Gwenda Tavan compellingly argues that the 
Australian national identity was visualised through racial homogeneity; The Long, Slow Death, 
pp.12-3. 
47 National Library of Australia, Fisher Papers, MS2919/3/462, Commonwealth policy on NT, 1 
January 1911, quoted in Julia Martinez, ‘Questioning 'White Australia': Unionism and 'Coloured' 
Labour, 1911-37’, in Labour History, no.76, 1999, pp.1-19. 
48 Martinez, ‘Questioning ‘White Australia’, p.2. 
49 Justice Powers quoted in Northern Territory Times (NTT), 13 September 1917, quoted by Martinez, 
‘Questioning ‘White Australia’, p.3. 
50 Moran, ‘White Australia’, p.171. 
51 One exception quoted by Moran is the Attorney-General Alfred Deakin who spoke of Aborigines 
needing to recognise the ‘justice’ of whites in coming to Australia and ‘entering into their heritage.’  
Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 12 September 1901, 
p.4805, quoted in ‘White Australia’, p.172. 
52 Moran, ‘White Australia’, p.172. 
53 Ibid, p.173. 
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and financial themes54 came together in the contested nature of Territory’s 

role in ‘policing the White Australia Policy.’ 55 

Darwin, and the Territory generally, although part of Australia, 
is not part of White Australia.  It is a place where the majority 
of the people, and the employees, consist of coloured people 
and aboriginals; where the Government has fixed a standard 
living wage for an adult aboriginal at 5s. a week and aboriginal 
rations; where aboriginals are employed by the pastoralists 
without paying even the 5s. a week; where the great majority of 
the shops are carried on by Chinese.56 

 

Debate about the tropical climate’s fitness for white settlement and the need 

for the north to be considered an exception to the White Australia policy 

were synonymous with the developing Territory’s frontier identity.  

Buchanan’s depictions of the Territory as being outside his (and presumably 

other southern bureaucrats’) experiences drew on persistent racially-based 

theorising about the debilitating effect of the tropical climate on whites.  

Buchanan’s report discusses the ideas expressed at the Australian Medical 

Congress in Brisbane in 1920.  Until Buchanan’s report, medical opinion 

was based on studies conducted in north Queensland with reports 

emphasising improvement of living conditions for whites living in the north 

in addition to calling for domestic assistance in the home.  Buchanan agreed 

that ‘without happy, healthy [white] women, permanent settlement is 

impossible’, but disagreed that the climate in Queensland was directly 

relevant to determining conditions for the Northern Territory.  He argued 

instead that it was unclear if white people could settle in the tropics and 

called for a royal commission into conditions in the Territory, with at least 

one member ‘with actual experience of life in the tropics…’57 

 
…a general air of depression58 
 

Such was the tone of the Government Resident’s first report to the 

Commonwealth Minister for External Affairs on progress in the Northern 

                                                 
54 Parliamentary Debates, 10 September 1902, cited by Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.27. 
55 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.26. 
56 George Buchanan, Northern Territory Development and Administration Report, Commonwealth of 
Australia, Melbourne, 1925, p.9. 
57 Ibid, p.20. 
58 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the Government Resident for the year 1910, 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1911, p.3. 
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Territory.  The report further noted the need for transport to sell cattle, a 

downturn in mining, the need for inducements to enlarge the agricultural 

population, a stationary population and the extremely poor condition of 

Aborigines.  While anticipating ‘some revival of prosperity’ if the Northern 

Territory was transferred to the Commonwealth, the Government Resident 

also bemoaned the removal of ‘the advantages’ of the South Australian 

Advances to Settlers Act.59  Increased settlement could not occur until land 

tenure was determined.60  Calls were also made for improved conditions for 

Aborigines and those denoted as ‘half-caste’.  As set out in Table 1, the 

settled population was reported as being less than 3,000. 61 

   
Table 1. Northern Territory Population 1910-1162 

 GR Report 1911 Census 
Aborigines 13,600 1,223* 

Chinese 1,377 1,331 
Europeans 1,272 3,129 

‘Half-castes' 200 244 
Others 277 281 

SETTLED 2,926 4,741 

 
 

The Territory’s settlement under South Australian administration had gone 

from Goyder’s Camp to bark huts, log shanties, huts of poles and limited 

government ‘residences’.63  The living conditions reflected the malaise in 

developing the Territory, particularly the lack of secure land tenure in 

Darwin.64  In contrast to the development of towns and regions elsewhere in 

Australia, settlement by land sale and or grants had failed.  Few settlers 

remained for more than a few years and no industries provided an economic 

return.  Added to this was the ever increasing debt of at least £50,000 each 

                                                 
59 Ibid, pp.3-5.  Despite this a number of farmers on the Daly River continued to rely on the Advances 
to Settlers Board for development capital and living expenses; Forrest, The Spirit of the Daly, pp.44-5.  
60 Ibid. 
61 In effect, the settled population was those able to be counted – those in contact with the 
administration.  
62 Sources for the figures in this table are G.H. Knibbs, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia 
taken for the night between the 2nd and 3rd April, 1911, Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1917; 
Government Resident’s Report 1910, Barry York, Racial Characteristics of the Australian People: 
Commonwealth Censuses 1911-1966, Research School of Social Sciences Australian National 
University, Canberra, 1996, p.15.  Figures in italics are stated as estimates in the texts and are not 
included in total considered ‘settled’.  The asterisk denotes the count of Aborigines living in the 
vicinity of white settlement.  ‘Half-castes’ were those counted as ‘half-caste’ Aborigines. 
63 Donovan, A Land Full of Possibilities, pp.77, 95, 122-3. 
64 Ibid, p.123. 
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year65 incurred by South Australia in the name of the Northern Territory.  

The Commonwealth administration in 1911 intended vigorous action for the 

Territory’s development but lacked an established administrative machinery.  

Problems concerning land legislation, transport and markets remained 

paramount.66  The new administration also needed to introduce legislation in 

keeping with its intentions of economic development through closer 

settlement.67 

 

Bureaucracy 
 

Gwenda Tavan argues that the bureaucratic ethos of the early twentieth 

century helped to establish and shape the White Australia policy.68  Social 

liberal emphasis on nation building in Australia resulted in a strong tradition 

of public administration and intervention.69  The Australian public in the 

early twentieth century was therefore accustomed to the authoritative role of 

bureaucracy and entrusted social and economic responsibilities to it.  These 

responsibilities were administered within the ‘best tradition of British 

common-law jurisprudence, exemplified by meticulous work, cumulative 

knowledge and narrowly construed categories.’70  However, the 

administrative approaches exemplified in central offices did not always 

transpose themselves to geographically isolated places.  Also in practice, 

those ‘in the field’ often held different views that led to discrepancy between 

administrative theory and practice.71 

 

Other analyses of the new Commonwealth’s developing bureaucracy 

attribute the adopted administrative approach to that of British ‘crown 

colony’ administration of government from a distance, often out of touch 

                                                 
65 Ibid, p.190. 
66 Kelly, Beef in Northern Australia, p.19. 
67 Ibid, p.25. 
68 Tavan, The long, slow death, pp.22-23. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Tom Clarke & Brian Galligan, ‘Protecting the Citizen Body: The Commonwealth’s Role in Shaping 
and Defending an ‘Australian’ Population’, Australian Journal of Political Science, vol. 30, 1995, 
pp.452-68, p.459. 
71 Ibid, p.461. 
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with the people’s wishes.72  Herbert Basedow’s criticism in 1932 of the 

Commonwealth’s administrative responses to the Northern Territory is 

redolent of the frustration felt by the quasi-colonial bureaucracy: 

…a huge army of civil servants went to Port Darwin, mostly 
without the slightest knowledge of tropical affairs.  The 
evitable result was the creation of a body of “lotus eaters” who 
had absolutely no interest in the development of the lands 
which lay outside the comforts of an office chair, but merely 
marked time by waiting for something to “turn up”.73 

 
In a similar vein, F.H. Bauer asserts that the new federal government 

demonstrated no obvious skill at any form of colonial government, would 

not allow the Administrator to govern or support him when unpopular 

decisions were made.74  Grenfell Price summarises that ‘the Federal 

Ministry ruled the Northern Territory through an autocratic bureaucracy’ 

allowing little decision making by either the Minister or the Administrator, 

rather relying on departmental heads in southern Australia.75  This proved to 

be expensive and divisive.  The end result in Bauer’s view was that at the 

critical initial period ‘practical government’ was never provided to the 

Territory.76 

 

Price describes the new Commonwealth administration of the Northern 

Territory in 1911 as initiating economic activity in many areas.  However 

the most prominent in financial terms was the mining industry, Vesteys 

meatworks, railways and agriculture.77  The Administrator ruled few 

departments, rather the Departments of Lands, Surveys, Agriculture, Mines, 

Aborigines, Public Works, Police and Laws all reported to, and were loyal to 

southern bureaucracies.  In addition, the federal cabinet neglected 

recommendations from northern representatives and despite spending £10 

million on the Territory’s economic development, failed to adequately 

                                                 
72 Mettam, ‘Central Administration’, p.2;  Swanson, ‘The Maladministration of the Northern Territory’, 
pp.29-30. 
73 Basedow, The Possibilities of the Northern Territory, with special references to development and 
migration, Address at a meeting of Committees of the Empire Parliamentary Association, held 3rd 
March 1932, Empire Parliamentary Association, London, 1932, pp.5-6.  George Buchanan also found 
that there was a lack of central control by the Administrator, owing to some departments not being 
responsible to him, Northern Development and Administration. 
74 Bauer, Historical Geography of White Settlement, p.196. 
75 Price, The History and Problems of the Northern Territory, pp.35-7. 
76 Bauer, Historical Geography of White Settlement, p.202. 
77 Price, The History and Problems of the Northern Territory, pp.32-3. 
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improve essential services.78  The Northern Territory’s development evolved 

over the next decade as relying on experimental farms, the pastoral industry 

and Darwin meatworks, agriculture and mining. 

 

Agriculture 
 

Throughout the initial Commonwealth administration period, unlike 

Queensland where sugar cane was the backbone of its plantation and 

protected industry, the Northern Territory lacked an adequate labour force 

and infrastructure even if climatic conditions were overcome.79  Doubts 

about the success of introducing plantation crops were voiced, but they did 

little to dissuade northern development enthusiasts.  The key components of 

what became continued frustration of successful agricultural exploits in the 

Territory were identified early. 

The questions are whether on a large tract of country can be 
raised with sufficient certainty for the protection of the 
capitalist, and by means of labour not dear in proportion to that 
of other places producing the same commodity, and moreover 
capable of being brought to sale of that quality and condition 
which the established markets of the world require.80 

 
Settlers were offered free land and advances to stock land and build 

permanent improvements yet within a few years permanent settlers remained 

a scarcity.81  The most often cited example of this was the Daly River area, 

where 26 farms were made available in 1912 with only 10 settlers remaining 

in the area in 1915.82   

 

The fundamental difference between the states’ administrations and that of 

the Northern Territory is that the Commonwealth did not act as an 

entrepreneur to initiate economic development.83  It was nonetheless the 

model that the Commonwealth was seeking to emulate in the Territory, with 

earlier state processes providing the inspiration for many Territory schemes.  

                                                 
78 Ibid, p.37. 
79 Ibid, p.92. 
80 W.S. Campbell, ‘Earliest Settlements in the Northern Territory’, Australian Historical Society 
Journal, vol.3, 1912-13, pp.81-113. 
81 Davidson, The Northern Myth, p.66 
82 Ibid. 
83 Brian Head,  ‘The State as Entrepreneur: Myth and  Reality’, in  Elizabeth Harman & Brian Head, 
State, Capital and Resources, University of Western Australia Press, Perth, 1982, pp.43-74, p.47. 
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Some writers argue that the opening up of areas like the surrounds of the 

Daly River to closer settlement was not aided by investment by either the 

Government or farmers, both of which had ‘little to invest in 

improvements…’.84  An exception was the Sargent family who successfully 

developed Stapleton Station, and, despite initial lack of markets, continued 

to grow a variety of crops and raise beef cattle and a dairy herd.85  Price 

states that the Government farms at Batchelor and on the Daly River were 

both failures with a return of only £1,200 for a capital expenditure of 

£50,000.86  Alan Powell argues that Territory development suffered because 

of low Commonwealth expenditure.87  Despite land at Daly River, Adelaide 

River and Stapleton being subdivided for agricultural settlement, few settlers 

came and of those that did, most had left before 1920.88  By then, with the 

apparent failure of closer settlement through experimental farms, the 

Commonwealth placed greater emphasis on pastoralism and mining.89   

 

The Pastoral Industry 
 

The Northern Territory’s economic development is synonymous with the 

pastoral industry.  Many of the first Europeans to move into Central 

Australia saw the region as being good grazing land.90  The land sold by the 

South Australian government was conceived as grazing land, following 

glowing descriptions of its cattle carrying capacities.91  European contact 

with the Aranda, Luritja, Pitjantjatjara, Pintubi and Warlpiri peoples in 

central Australia commenced with the granting of pastoral leases in the first 

decade of South Australia’s governance and the construction of the Overland 

                                                 
84 John Dargavel, ‘Persistence and Transition on the Wangites-Wagait Reserves 1892-1976’, Journal of 
Northern Territory History, no.15, 2004, pp. 5-19, p.9. 
85 Parks and Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory, ‘Blyth Homestead’, Information Sheet, 
Department of Natural Resources, Environment and the Arts, 2005. 
86 Price, The History and Problems of the Northern Territory, p.34. 
87 Powell, Far Country, pp.146-7. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid, p.166.  Also Roberts, History of Australian Land Settlement, p.386-7. 
90 M.A. Smith, Peopling the Cleland Hills: Aboriginal history in the Western Central Australia 1850-
1980, Aboriginal History Monograph No.12, Aboriginal History Incorporated, Canberra, 2005, p.11. 
91 For example Leichhardt’s description of the plains of the Roper River, quoted in Powell, Far 
Country, pp.94-6. 
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Telegraph Line in 1872.92  The Indigenous inhabitants’ use of traditional 

country was challenged by the pastoralists’ avaricious use of land, with 

Indigenous use of country, monopolisation of food sources and water all 

quickly contested.  As with other parts of the Territory, the establishment in 

1870 of one officer police stations to protect local pastoralists and their 

industry ultimately also led to ‘punitive parties [pursuing] a savage policy of 

pacifications so that the frontier could be made safe for the pastoralists.’93  

The last Government Resident under the South Australian administration 

cited the pastoral industry as ‘the only well-established land industry’.94  As 

little infrastructure had been built, however, wells, transport and processing 

works remained outstanding requirements.  The Commonwealth’s interests 

lay in securing private investment for the industry and with this motivation 

the British company Vesteys was eventually permitted to build a meat works 

in Darwin.95  The failure of the meat works, which only operated for two 

seasons, was demonstrative of the nature of the Territory’s pastoral industry.  

Most pastoral companies stocked small numbers of cattle and operated 

geographically dispersed stations over large distances without any means of 

transport, or indeed communication. 

 

Pastoral leases were made with the condition that improvements would be 

undertaken by the lease holders; usually construed to mean the construction 

of buildings, yards, fences and wells.  The reality was, however, that most 

lease holders lived in poor circumstances, with no access to capital to 

improve their leases. 

I am living hard and working hard and just about full of things 
but I will carry on while I can.  I am not going to let the place 
go to ruin as long as I can hand on to it there must come good 
times some day.96 

                                                 
92 C.D. Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal Society, Penguin, Melbourne, 1974, p.206; B. Henson, 
A Straight-out Man, F.W. Albrecht and Central Australian Aborigines, Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 1994, pp.8-9. 
93 Diane Bell, ‘Choose Your mission Wisely’, Tony Swain & Deborah Bird Rose (eds) Aboriginal 
Australians and Christian Missions, Ethnographic and Historical Studies, The Australian Association 
for the Study of Religions, Bedford Park, 1988, pp.338-352, p.344. 
94 Parliament, Report of the Government Resident for the Year 1910, p.2. 
95 Powell, Far Country, pp.151-2. 
96 NAA  F630  PL165N, John Guild, lessee of Veldt Station to the Lands Department, quoted in Jane 
Gleeson, ‘Blocks, Runs and Claims: Interaction in three settlements in the Upper Roper River District, 
1911-1942’, in Jane Gleeson & Michaela Richards, Mataranka and the Daly, Two Studies in the 
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From 1922 the continued downturn in the Territory’s pastoral industry led to 

legislative changes being made to relax the requirement to undertake 

development as part of lease agreements and to extend the period of leases 

to 42 years.97  Despite the odds, pastoralists remained on the land, fulfilling 

at least one understanding of settlement, permanence.98  The industry’s role 

in the Territory’s economic development also became linked with 

centralising Aborigines in settled locations.99  Ann McGrath describes 

Aborigines camping on pastoral properties against a backdrop of frontier 

violence and limited access to traditional resources as an accommodation 

between a ready food supply and secure camp on traditional or friendly land.  

However this ‘accommodation’ was not an acceptance of a settled life.100  

The provision of rations to Aborigines still living out of contact with towns 

was also introduced at the time of  pastoral station establishment, in part in 

recognition of the disruption of food sources for Aborigines, but also as a 

way of negotiating relationships.101 

…it is the advantages offered by the presence of permanent 
water that has been the prime inducement to select a particular 
locality for a settlement both by whites and blacks…the 
presence of the white man offers additional inducements in the 
way of gifts or unconsidered trifles of food.102 

 

After 20 years attempting to develop the Northern Territory the Prime 

Minister’s Department issued an invitation to private entrepreneurs to 

develop and settle the Territory ‘to the same standard of industrial and 

economic progress as has been achieved in the South.’103  The government’s 

                                                                                                                                            
History of Settlement in the Northern Territory, Australian National University North Australia 
Research Unit, Darwin, 1985, pp.1-32, p.12. 
97 Kelly, Struggle for the North, p.6. 
98 Gleeson, ‘Blocks, Runs and Claims’, p.12. 
99 Jon C. Altman, ‘The Aboriginal Economy’, Rhys Jones (ed), Northern Australia: Options and 
Implications, Research School of Pacific Studies Australian National University, Canberra, 1980, 
pp.87-107, p.91;  also Gleeson, ‘Blocks, Runs and Claims’, p.12. 
100 McGrath, ‘Born in the Cattle’, pp.10-12. 
101 Rowse, White Flour, White Power, pp.7,15-9. 
102 E.C. Stirling, ‘Anthropology’ in Report on the Work of the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central 
Australia, Melville Mullen and Slade, Melbourne,  vol.4, pp.1-157, p.63, quoted in Tim Rowse, White 
Flour, White Power: From Rations to Citizenship in Central Australia, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1998, p.15.  Henson also cites the distribution of rations to the Western Aranda at the 
fledgling Hermannsburg Mission at a means to establish trust with them; A Straight-out Man, p.10. 
103 Prime Minister's Department, Memorandum by the Government of the Commonwealth of Australia 
on the Development and Settlement of North Australia, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1933, 
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intention was for chartered companies to commercially develop defined 

areas in North Australia.  The two identified areas surrounded the Victoria 

River and the Barkly Tableland.  The Commonwealth’s bold move, 

however, attracted no bids and the plan quickly lapsed.  

 

Mining 
 

Mining was the first European conducted industry in the Territory.  It was on 

a small scale and largely by individuals or small family companies.104  

Mineral discoveries provided the economic stimulus to create localised 

concentrations of population that later became towns, as demonstrated in 

Tennant Creek’s development.105  As early as 1912 the Commonwealth 

accepted a policy of encouragement of the mining industry and established a 

Department of Mines to administer it.106  The 1913 Royal Commission 

inquiring into the Territory’s development recommended mining as offering 

the best prospect to attract people and therefore provide a local market for 

agricultural and pastoral products.  The Commission also proposed that 

without railway extensions there would be no substantial progress or 

development.  The only definitive action taken from the Report was to 

approve the extension of the railway from Pine Creek to Katherine, with 

construction beginning in 1914.107   In 1919 a scheme of subsidised 

prospecting by returned soldiers was begun and men were recruited from 

Sydney. 

 

Establishment of secondary industry associated with mining was recognised 

as being important.108  The Premiers’ 1915 resolution to enquire into the 

means of establishing secondary industries led to efforts to attract industry to 

the north to develop infrastructure and services.109  The Northern Australia 

Act sought to improve amenities.   While significant advancement was made 

                                                                                                                                            
p.3. 
104 O'Faircheallaigh, ‘Mining and Economic Development’, pp.60-82. 
105 Courtenay, ‘The Tropical Experience’, p.87. 
106 Timothy G. Jones, Pegging the Northern Territory: The history of mining in the Northern Territory 
of Australia, 1873-1946, Northern Territory Department of Mines and Energy, Darwin, 1987, p.150. 
107 Ibid, p.151. 
108 Crossman, McMillan & Byron, pp.28-29. 
109 Ibid. 



 54 

in understanding the logistical difficulties of delivering improved amenities 

to the Territory, little new infrastructure was delivered before the Second 

World War in a period marked by severe economic depression. 

 

The Commonwealth’s Northern Territory was founded on a history of 

settlement failure and considerable debt.  These two features underlay 

policies in relation to the Territory and had an impact on the way it was 

viewed.  Lack of Commonwealth spending, in contrast to spending in Papua, 

and in a similar way to the states’ infrastructure spending, undermined any 

chance of encouraging successful economic enterprises.  The 

Commonwealth’s bureaucratic arrangements were based on an inflexibly 

defined and applied model of British jurisprudence and operated through a 

geographically remote colonial administration.  This style of government did 

not allow the Northern Territory’s interests to be fully understood, 

represented or acted upon.  Continuing economic development failure, the 

increasing level of debt and centrally controlled administration were also to 

have a deleterious effect on Territory residents’ living conditions. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Living in the Commonwealth’s Northern Territory 
 

The Australian people have resolved that this land shall be 
occupied by white men, and in order to prepare for closer 
settlement the Local Government are now engaged upon large 
public works which will have the effect of placing areas now 
given over to the grazing of cattle, at the disposal of men 
desirous of establishing homes in this new country.1 
 

 
 

As a direct result of reliance on early traditions of ‘primitivism in Australian 

historical records and commentary’ the long history of shelter building of 

Aborigines has been misrepresented or ignored.2  Obvious amongst the now 

recognised wide variety of structure building, however, is that it was the 

location of a camp or shelter that was most important.3  Also, the amount of 

time and effort invested in building an actual structure was in direct relation 

to the amount of time spent there.4  Archaeological sites suggest that the use 

of a home-base is a fundamental feature of human behaviour in comparison 

with other primates.  The non-shelter function of such construction, for 

example marking place and home, is probably at least as important (if not 

more so) than its role as shelter.5  In Aboriginal camps women swept the 

ground around the windbreak to mark an important boundary between the 

public camp and the private family space, in what was otherwise an un-

differentiated barrier or wall.6  Built environments thus communicate 

meanings to help serve social and cultural purposes.  They provide 

frameworks, or systems of settings, for human action and appropriate 

behaviour.  Buildings cannot be separated from the settlements of which 

they are part.7  The term ‘civilised’ has meaning additional to its original one 

of ‘living in cities’, of meaning ‘an advanced stage in social development.’8  

Practical information on buildings along with historical understanding of 

                                                 
1 External Affairs, Views of the Northern Territory, p.1. 
2 Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, p.8. 
3 Ibid, p.9. 
4 Ibid, p.10. 
5 A. Rapoport, ‘Vernacular architecture and the cultural determinants of form’, in King, Buildings and 
Society, p.283-4. 
6 Ibid, p.298. 
7 Ibid, p.300. 
8 Berndt & Berndt, The Aboriginal Australians, p.10. 
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why something was built extend perception of cultural history.9  There are 

also regional variations responding to climate, availability of materials and 

perceptions of permanence as for example in mining towns, and of course 

variations due to intellectual content of architecture.10   

 

In his thesis on the policing of the Northern Territory, Bill Wilson discusses 

the relevance of Frederick Jackson Turner’s theory of ‘frontier’ applied to 

the American west to interpretations of Territory history.11   The frontier was 

at the ‘edge of free land…the outer edge of the settled area’ and where 

‘individuals were judged on their skill with an axe rather than family 

background’.12  Availability of free land was a feature of Turner’s theory.  In 

the Northern Territory, while there was some free land released, most land 

releases prior to settlement involved purchase of agricultural blocks with the 

inclusion of a free town block, part of the deal.13  Most importantly for the 

relevance of Turner’s frontier thesis, land release brought non-Indigenous 

settlers to the Territory.14  Wilson argues that many conditions in the 

Territory made it different from other settled parts of Australia, including 

harsh climate, lack of infrastructure and small European population.15  

European settler colonialism was based on the expropriation of land and the 

establishment of plantation economies that used forced non-white labour.  

Settlers’ desire for cheap labour often led them to argue that Indigenous 

workers needed different treatment.16  Lyn Riddett contends that emphasis 

of ‘otherness’ of Aborigines and their societies in the construction of settler 

memory and history combined to reinforce settler identity as a group which 

                                                 
9 Ian Stapleton, ‘Two Centuries of Australian Dwelling’, Peter Freeman & Judy Vulker (eds), The 
Australian Dwelling, The Royal Australian Institute of Architects, Canberra, 1991, pp.7-10, p.7. 
10 Ibid, p.8. 
11 Robert Kyff, ‘Frederick Jackson Turner & the Vanishing Frontier’, American History Illustrated, 
July/ August 1993, pp.52-8; and F.J.Turner, The Frontier in American History, New York, 1920, p.3; 
both cited by Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, pp.193-4. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, p.194. 
14 Ibid, p.195. 
15 Ibid, pp.195-6. 
16 Pels, ‘The Anthropology of Colonialism’, p.173. 
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struggled against the odds, with a process of social amnesia that allowed 

separation of Aborigines from other groups.17 

Selective memory and social amnesia are both functional in the 
construction of settler history which depends on its uniqueness 
and its exotic nature to maintain a special place in the white 
history of Australia.18 

 

The Commonwealth was keen to dispel any idea of an easy tropical 

lifestyle in the Northern Territory, rather emphasising ‘pioneering 

conditions’, but included the possibility of people working towards 

‘becoming their own masters and creating their own homes.’19  Issues of 

land, labour and markets added to the perceived enervating effects of 

climate to frustrate the task of settling the north.  Living conditions, 

principally the unhealthiness of extreme heat and humidity in the north, 

meant that whites considered they were only able to supervise manual 

labour.  This meant that labour either had to be acquired from outside the 

region, or Indigenous inhabitants had to be encouraged to undertake the 

work.  The characteristics of development were closely allied to theories 

about the ability of whites to work in the tropics.   Opinion was forming 

in Queensland that southern Europeans were the most desirable settlers 

for the north and the findings of the Australian Medical Congress in 1920 

included that North Queensland was suitable for a ‘working white race’.20  

However, improved living conditions, including sanitation and 

appropriately built tropical housing were also needed.21  Government 

rhetoric therefore began to place preference on employing married men 

with families in the Territory to help in settling regions.  At the same 

time, however, there was feeling of sympathy for wives of Government 

officials enduring the privations of Darwin.22   

 

Government housing 
 

                                                 
17 Lyn Riddett, ‘Think Again: communities which Lose their Memory: the Construction of History in 
Settler Societies’, Journal of Australian Studies, no.44, March 1995, pp.38-47. 
18 Ibid, p.47. 
19 External Affairs, Views of the Northern Territory, p.2. 
20 Wood, ‘The Settlement of Northern Australia,’ p.13. 
21 Ibid, p.11. 
22 McGregor, Imagined Destinies, p.82. 
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The Commonwealth Government provided resources for staff housing and 

to build institutions for Aborigines and Aboriginal people of mixed descent.  

Different standards existed for each group.  Both the institutionalisation of 

Aborigines and housing of Aborigines of mixed descent are examined in 

detail in the following chapter.  This section deals with the Government’s 

attempts to provide housing for its staff at a time of extreme housing 

shortage for workers and lack of funding for Northern Territory 

administration.  In Darwin, where most public servants lived, a particular 

type of ‘bungalow’ was constructed that was similar to the architecture of 

Britain’s colonies.23 

The relative impermanence of settlement in the north mitigated 
against the construction of ‘grand residences’ with many people 
intent on returning south after their self-imposed exile or when 
they had made their fortune.24 

 

Housing was therefore built to meet the immediate needs of the largely 

transient white colonial population.  It ranged from makeshift shelters and 

timber ‘cottages’ to modest ‘residences’.25 

 

The influx of Commonwealth officials after Gilruth’s appointment as 

Administrator in 1912 added to a housing shortage for officers already noted 

by the previous Administrator.26  The private sector’s apparent inability to 

meet the housing need, and continued high cost of vacant land, led to the 

Administrator releasing public land at Myilly Point for housing and the 

construction there of an additional 12 houses for government staff.27    The 

houses were noteworthy also because of their ‘uniquely Darwin fully 

elevated style’28 – with a surrounding verandah and shutters to allow cooling 

breezes into the houses.  With the coming of the Commonwealth in 1911, 

government housing became regional in its design, encouraging cross 

                                                 
23 Bridgman, Acclimatisation, 2003, p.3.  Also Voisey, ‘House types of the Northern Territory’, p.7; 
Martinez, ‘Plural Australia, p.204. 
24 Bridgman, Acclimatisation, p.3. 
25 Ibid.  The term ‘cottages’ was used to describe the smaller houses for ‘workers’ who were either 
temporary or contract government wage employees.  The term ‘residences’ was particularly applied to 
public service houses. 
26 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Northern Territory of Australia, Report of the Acting 
Administrator for the Year 1911, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne,1912.  
27 Gibson, Bag-huts, Bombs and Bureaucrats, p.81-2. 
28 Ibid, p.83. 
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ventilation across louvred verandahs. 29  Light-weight construction that 

readily released accumulated heat and no rooms with less than two walls 

opening on to verandahs and sheltered eaves characterised these buildings.  

Often internal walls were reduced to no more than screens standing clear of 

the floor and ceiling.  Verandahs were fully protected against the sun and 

were designed to be the focus of the house.30  Photographs show a variety of 

activities taking place on verandahs – sitting, reading, eating, sleeping and 

entertaining.  In Darwin the value of the verandah was acknowledged in an 

early Building Act that required each house to have a certain minimum area 

or percentage of floor space as verandah in order to protect the community’s 

health and the town’s amenity.31 

 

 
Picture 5. Interior of government housing built by Harold Snell 1929-30, 
PH1129/0011 Val Fletcher Collection, NTLIS. 

 

Sir George Buchanan’s 1925 report on the Northern Territory included 

detailed consideration of ‘government residences’, amongst them the houses 

built by Gilruth at Myilly Point: 

I found many of the houses unsuitable for the tropics, and I 
have never before seen houses occupied by white people 
constructed entirely of galvanized iron, even to the interior 
room partitions…The houses, 21 in number, at Myilly 
Point…reasonable for the tropics, being built on concrete 
pillars raised about 6 feet from the ground, with wooden 
frames, wooden partitions, galvanized iron roof, good kitchen, 
and one bathroom, but, as they were constructed of inferior 
timber, they are being rapidly destroyed by dry rot and white 
ant.32 

                                                 
29 Richard Allom, ‘Two Centuries of the North Australian House’, Peter Freeman & Judy Vulker (eds) 
The Australian Dwelling, Royal Australian Institute of Architects, Red Hill ACT, 1992, pp.55-58, p.57. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Buchanan, Northern Territory Development, p.14. 
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Buchanan understood the reasons for the poor housing as being insufficient 

funding and skilled workers, lack of central control by the Administrator 

over administration and the Department of Public Works and that the timing 

of the Works requisition process was opposite to the Territory’s building 

season.33  At the same time however, much of the private housing continued 

to be makeshift in construction if not design.  In ‘Greek Town’34 and 

Salonika, for example, houses were simple and built from stringy bark 

saplings, corrugated iron, flattened out kerosene tins and termite beds broken 

and stamped and rolled for the floor.35  Others managed with barracks-style 

accommodation that was not conducive to family living, and some were 

housed in hotels due to lack of suitable accommodation.36  Importantly, the 

various types of accommodation for different groups were in comparison to 

the houses provided for senior officers – individual homes meant that 

government officers could bring their families to Darwin.37 

 

This was typified by the circumstances of George Anson, the hospital 

pharmacist, who after marriage moved into one of the government houses 

not far from the hospital.38  The surrounding houses were occupied by other 

public servants like Anson who described the houses as: 

…wooden …raised off the ground four or five feet…and there 
were no walls to them; they were slats about an eight of an inch 
with louvres.  And down the centre there were two closed 
rooms…where you changed…then one little room at the side 
where Meggy, our half-caste maid [lived]… One side would be 
your dining room area; the front area’d be your entertaining 
area; and the other side was your bedroom area…39 

 

                                                 
33 Ibid, pp.4-6 
34 Michael Christie attributes this phrase to the Doctors Gully area on the sea side of the Esplanade in 
Darwin; ‘Greek Migration to Darwin, Australia, 1914-1921, Journal of Northern Territory History, 
no.11, 2000, pp.1-14, p.8. 
35 Helen Haritos, ‘A Sense of the Past’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.13, 2002, pp.57-68, 
p.61. 
36 Christine R. Karlsen, ‘Cultural Exclusion and Interaction: an historical study of the Aboriginal, 
Anglo-Australian, Chinese and Greek groups in Darwin, Northern Territory of Australia, 1880-1980’, 
unpublished PhD thesis, Faculty of Education, Northern Territory University, 1996, p.75. 
37 Ibid. 
38 NTAS NTRS 226  TS612, George Anson, Tape 1, p.7. 
39 Ibid, Tape 1, pp.7-8. 
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Similar ‘residences’ were dotted all the way to Myilly Point where other, 

usually senior, public servants lived.  The housing provided to senior 

officials prior to the building of the elevated houses at Myilly Point was also 

described in comfortable terms.  Kay Lampe who, before marriage lived 

with her family in the Supervisor of Railways house at the head of Cavenagh 

Street described that as: 

a weatherboard house with a galvanised iron roof – not on stilts 
like the ones at Myilly Point – it was flat.  But the verandah 
right around the back of the house where we slept overlooked 
the harbour and it was always very very cool and beautiful.40 
 

 

Police living conditions were less comfortable.  During South Australian 

administration, police officers did not pay rent on their quarters, but after the 

transfer to the Commonwealth in 1911 officers were charged for 

accommodation.  This perhaps increased demand for improvements.  Bill 

Wilson states that married members of the police usually served in Darwin 

because accommodation elsewhere was in short supply.41  Police housing 

deteriorated to such an extent that by 1922 there was a push for better 

housing so that married officers could be posted to remote areas.42  Police 

stationed in the Territory’s remote parts were expected to undertake repairs 

and upgrades themselves using provided materials. 43  Senior police officers’ 

complaints were not able to move Department of Works’ bureaucrats in 

Melbourne to take any action to upgrade accommodation.44  In 1934 the 

police quarters at Maranboy were described as having an ant-bed floor and 

no running water.45   

 

Missions 
 

The colonial economy base was closely bound to the government’s 

acquisition of Aboriginal land.  The scheme designed to incorporate 

                                                 
40 NTAS NTRS 226  TS649, Les and Kay Lampe, Tape 1, p.3. 
41 Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?, p.153. 
42 Administrator’s Report 1922 cited by Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, p.169. 
43 In October 1925 a Department of Works and Railways officer advised the officer in charge of the 
Daly River Police Station on the use of materials sent for him to upgrade his own accommodation.  
Daly River Police Station letter book, NTAS NTRS F277, cited by Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, p.169. 
44 Wilson, ‘A Force Apart?’, p.170. 
45 NAA F1 1948/10 cited in Gleeson, ‘Blocks, Runs and Claims’, p.25. 
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Aborigines into white communities drew on the precedent transforming 

Britain’s working class into a sober, industrial society.46  Defined and 

regulated space for missions and reserves was a European attempt to forge 

new relationships with the land and to break older, Indigenous ties.47  

However it was acknowledged that the transition from a semi-nomadic 

society to fixed and permanent residences on reserves akin to English 

agricultural villages would not happen overnight.48  Traditional methods of 

Aboriginal food procurement did not accord with cultural perceptions of 

‘useful’ labour, which tied the labourer to a particular place.  Perceptions 

that Aborigines had advanced only so far on an imagined scale of 

civilisation meant that missionaries modified employment practices 

providing rations rather than cash payment.49  All missionary societies’ 

actions were based on an industrial settlement model popular in other parts 

of the colonial world.50 

 

The introduction of metal axes, wire and iron changed both the design and 

construction of Indigenous-built shelters.  Corrugated iron and other sheet 

materials favoured rectangular and pitched roof structures, and the 

introduction of calico blankets and the ‘swag’ also contributed to changes in 

improvised shelters and sometimes obviated the need to build shelter.51  

With the introduction of missions to traditional Aboriginal life shelter began 

to be built under the direction of mission staff.  This contributed to changes 

in both construction and design of housing.52 

 

                                                 
46 Christine Twomey, ‘Vagrancy, Indolence and Ignorance: Race, Class and the idea of civilization in 
the era of Aboriginal ‘protection’, Port Philip 1835-49’, T. Banivanua Mar & J Evans (eds), Writing 
Colonial Histories: Comparative Perspectives, RMIT Publishing, Melbourne, 2002, pp.93-103, p.94. 
47 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, Faber & Faber, London, 1987, pp. xxii, 138, 163; Bain 
Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1989, pp.1-31; both cited by 
Twomey, Vagrancy, Indolence and Ignorance’, p.97.  Also Rowley, The Destruction of Aboriginal 
Society, pp.10-11. 
48 Twomey, Vagrancy, Indolence and Ignorance’, p.97. 
49 Ibid, p.103.  Tim Rowse describes the introduction of rations to Aborigines in central Australia as 
‘replacing violence as a mode of government’, White Flour, White Power, pp.7, 67. 
50 Suzanne Parry & Tony Austin, ‘An Overview: Two Centuries of Contact,’ in Suzanne Parry & Tony 
Austin (eds) Connection and Disconnection: encounters between settlers and Indigenous people in the 
Northern Territory, NTU Press, Darwin, 1998, pp.1-26, p.17. 
51 Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, p.32. 
52 Ibid, p.33. 
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Picture 6.  ‘Native’ huts, Angurugu, Groote 
Eylandt, PH0046/0124 Mann Collection, 
NTLIS. 

Picture 7.  Aboriginal people outside a hut of 
bark, iron and grass, PH0412/0221 Austin 
Collection, NTLIS.  

 

For missionaries elsewhere in Australia, housing was a fundamental part of 

the civilising process.53  Aboriginal societies were viewed as being 

contained in a ‘communistic camp’ surrounded by savage tribalism.  

Missionaries encouraged young men that their first task on considering 

conversion was to build a house.54  Enclosure of space by houses and 

ordered domestic life were missionaries’ tools used to attempt to encourage 

an Aboriginal sense of self.55  Economic and social independence was 

encouraged through small gardens attached to cottages.56  Aborigines had a 

role as cheap labour on early missions and stations, especially in remote 

areas where they lived-in and provided supervised assistance in the 

cultivation of subsistence gardens.  Missionaries also trained Aboriginal 

people in European-style gardening activities.57 

 

In 1914 the Commonwealth divided the Territory into spheres of church 

influence.  Missions received minimal funding or welfare assistance in 

exchange for agreement to keep Aborigines away from town.58  As with 

earlier missionary activity in southern Australia, Christian ways were 

thought to bring control to a chaotic landscape and people.  The 

                                                 
53 Bain Attwood, ‘Space and Time at Tamahyuck, Victoria, 1863-85’, Read, Settlement, pp.41-54. 
54 Ibid, p.47. 
55 Ibid, p.49. 
56 Ibid, p.50. 
57 Anita Angel, ‘Aboriginal Gardeners’, Richard Aitken & Michael Looker (eds), The Oxford 
Companion to Australian Gardens, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 2002, p.3. 
58 Gwenda Baker, ‘Crossing Boundaries: Negotiated Space and the Construction of Narratives of 
Missionary Incursion’, Journal of Northern Territory History, no.16, 2005, pp.17-28, p.18. 
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Commonwealth Government gave permission to missionaries to use land 

and run mission communities as Government agents.59  In Arnhem Land 

there was little white settlement because of remoteness, poor soil and lack of 

economic gain.60  Methodist missionaries perceived Arnhem Land as 

occupied ‘space’ with people needing salvation but more broadly the area 

was perceived as unoccupied owing to lack of white settlement.61  

Aboriginal oral histories and missionaries’ published stories show that some 

negotiation occurred between traditional land owners and missionaries 

seeking mission sites.62  People moved in and out of mission stations, 

choosing when they wanted to come under missionary influence.63 

 

In 1921 Methodist missionaries permanently established European contact 

with Yolngu people close to existing Galiwinku.  Following a dispute with 

the Naptha Petroleum Company (Elcho Island Petroleum Company), the site 

was shifted to Milingimbi in 1923 to a site of a waterhole.  Land was cleared 

for farming and people’s memories of association with the mission included 

working as carpenters, building houses.64  Many different clan groups settled 

more permanently at Milingimbi, building on what was a traditional 

ceremonial ground used for limited periods.  By 1929, the increasingly 

sedentary population was reaching 500 and an upsurge of diseases was 

noted, however not attributed to whites coming and going from the mission 

or to the more settled lifestyle.65 

 

Reminiscences of Arnhem Land mission life describe temporary bark hut 

building by befriended Aborigines who were paid with flour, sugar, tea and 

tobacco.66   Before too long, there was ‘a small village of neat white 

cottages…with the big two-storey mission house in the centre'.67  When she 

                                                 
59 Ibid, p.19. 
60 Ibid, p.17. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid, p.21.  Also Shepherdson, Half a Century in Arnhem Land, p.36. 
63 Baker, ‘Crossing Boundaries’, p.22. 
64 Djon Mundine, The Native Born: Objects and representations from Ramingining, Arnhem Land, 
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arrived in Milingimbi in April 1928 Ella Shepherdson found that only one 

house existed, built on stumps which was originally erected on Elcho Island 

in 1922.  This house was of corrugated iron and cypress timber: 

To create better ventilation, many of the walls were simply 
open slats.  In cyclones the wind tore through these partly open 
walls, and even in normal windy weather the curtains on the 
inside were sometimes ripped off.68 
 

Shepherdson shared this house with the Reverend and Mrs Webb and their 

two children until timber was sawed for her house a year later.69  

Shepherdson described a typical ‘camp’ occupied by Aborigines at 

Milingimbi in the 1930s: 

Paper bark and stringy bark draped over poles or free standing 
were the main building materials.  Huts were built along the 
main beach under the shade of the tamarind trees.70 

 

Hermannsburg was the only mission in central Australia until the 

establishment of the Little Flower Mission in 1936.  Established by Lutheran 

missionaries as a European styled settlement in 1877, it was named for the 

missionaries’ parent seminary in Germany.71  Following tension between the 

Aborigines and pastoralists, culminating in violent attacks by both sides, the 

mission began to be concerned for the survival of Aboriginal people.  The 

move to spread Christianity became more about ‘civilising heathens’ – to 

transform Aboriginal society and Aboriginal lives.72  For the Lutherans at 

Hermannsburg this became a desire ‘to … transform these roaming people 

into a settled community.’73   The Reverend Carl Strehlow controlled the 

Hermannsburg mission from 1894 to 1922.  His arrival coincided with 

heightened tension between settlers and Aborigines and the onset of a severe 

drought, and therefore increased numbers of Aborigines at the mission 

seeking protection and food.74  Strehlow undertook a concerted building 

program and the development of small scale industries to ensure some 

                                                 
68 Shepherdson, Half a Century, p.15. 
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income to the mission and employment and training opportunities for the 

Aranda and Luritija residents.  As with earlier missionaries, Strehlow 

continued to use a dormitory system of segregating children from parental 

influence and communal eating as part of a heavily structured and 

controlling institutional environment.  Conditions at Hermannsburg in the 

1930s were described as: 

…over 100 children in dormitories, more than 150 church-
going adults in close proximity to the station living in grass 
huts, a few in more permanent dwellings, and between ten and 
twenty ‘bush blacks’ some distance away and excluded from 
the mission except when attending church services on 
Sunday.75 

 

Dormitory life was strictly regimented and attempted to segregate children 

from the Aboriginal way of life, preparing them instead for a settled, 

European life.76    

 

In conducting his enquiry into conditions for Northern Territory Aborigines, 

J.W. Bleakley visited most missions and included detailed information on 

each mission in his 1928 Report.77  His findings showed that most missions 

were established along village lines, with farming of tropical food and cattle 

breeding as signs of economic development, and construction of housing 

and other buildings contributing to ‘social progress’.  Housing usually 

consisted of dormitories for children, in some cases separate quarters for 

single men, cottages or huts of bark walls and iron roofs, mission houses for 

white staff, and camps for ‘nomads and visiting natives’.  Bleakley 

summarised that the missions were ‘working on right lines…to induce…the 

education of the young, to see the advantages of the settled and industrious 

life.’ 78  While maintaining the responsibility remained with the Government, 

Bleakley claimed that subsidised missions could manage what were 

‘charitable institutions’ much more effectively.  He argued for increased 

                                                 
75 Markus, Governing Savages, p.69. 
76 Broome, Aboriginal Australians, pp.109-110; also Mickey Dewar, The ‘Black War’ in Arnhem Land, 
Missionaries and the Yolngu 1908-1940, North Australia Research Unit Australian National 
University, 1992, p.10. 
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subsidies to assist most missions in their economic development roles, and 

also for additional missions.79 

 

In the Northern Territory financial assistance to missions was neither 

assured or generous.  From the beginning of the Commonwealth 

administration churches were interested in the welfare of Aborigines and 

were keen ‘to help in the raising and civilising’ of them.80  Paying subsidies 

to missions was started by the South Australian government and continued 

by the Commonwealth.  Missions viewed their role as fulfilling government 

responsibilities.81  With the low level of government subsidy, missionary 

societies were highly dependent on commercial ventures to generate an 

income.82  However the development of farms and cattle herds also helped 

in promoting a ‘settled village lifestyle’.83  Similarly, coastal Arnhem Land 

missions were also envisaged as having a future in which settlements would 

be transformed to a self-supporting village communities with economies 

based on trepang harvesting.84  Oral histories of Groote Eylandt people attest 

to building and gardening undertaken in exchange for tobacco.85  The 

missions’ ‘village lifestyle’ was established by: 

the building of staff quarters, sheds and outbuildings, and the 
establishment of gardens.  Later the Church and dormitories 
were added…Aborigines provided much of the labour...the 
women were engaged in washing, sewing gardening, 
manufacturing crafts, child care, learning about hygiene…while 
the men were encouraged to undertake various manual tasks 
including digging, and watering the garden, chopping and 
carrying firewood, fencing ploughing, drain making, latrine 
digging, rubbish disposal, diving for and processing trepang.86 

 

                                                 
79 Ibid, p.19-26. 
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Picture 8. Avenue and mission house, Groote 
Eylandt 1929, PH0062/0011 Perriman 
Collection, NTLIS. 

Picture 9. Mission hut for Aboriginal leper, 
Groote Eylandt 1920s, PH063/004 Wynne 
Evans Collection, NTLIS. 

 

 
Pastoral stations and mining camps 
 

The 1913 Royal Commission into the development of the Northern Territory 

recommended mining as offering the best prospect of attracting people to the 

Territory.  The additional population would provide a local market for 

agricultural products.87  In 1919 a scheme of subsidised prospecting by 

returned soldiers was begun and men were recruited from Sydney.88  

Following failure of the Vestey meatworks, the Commonwealth decided to 

severely curtail expenditure in the Territory.89  Economic development 

therefore proceeded at a very meagre rate, handicapped by a small and 

scattered European population, lack of skilled labour, and inadequate 

transport to cover the distance from available markets.90 

 

Nat Buchanan established Wave Hill station in the 1880s with Aboriginal 

people employed as station hands and domestic servants. ‘The workers were 

induced to settle near the homestead, the others forced to “keep their 

distance” to discourage’ the spearing of cattle.91  At the time of the 

investigation of pastoral leases in the early 1930s, the Wave Hill pastoral 

station was typical of examined leases. ‘Improvements’ in the form of 

buildings were valued at over £4,000 and included an unlined house, 
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88 Ibid, p.177. 
89 Ibid, p.178. 
90 Berndt & Berndt, End of an Era, p.8. 
91 Ibid, p.17. 
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separate dining room, bedrooms, stores, men’s hut, kitchen, cook’s 

bedroom, meat house, saddle room and stockmen’s quarters.  Fifteen whites 

were employed, along with 40 ‘native boys’ and 12 ‘lubras’.  Unlike other 

stations, no mention of made of the housing provided for Aborigines.92  At 

Rosewood Downs, for example, Aboriginal housing was described as six 

galvanised iron huts, while at Victoria River Downs the Aboriginal domestic 

servants’ housing was iron and bush timber constructions with ant-bed 

floors. 

 

When a property was first established the pastoralists built basic shelter from 

available materials and added to it as money, time and materials became 

available.  Attention to details like personal hygiene depended on the 

knowledge and interest of the station owner or manager.93  Aborigines 

established their own camps of bush materials a short distance away from 

the homestead.  As non-Aboriginal settlers had few facilities themselves, it 

did not occur to them to provide any for the Aboriginal camp dwellers, 

consequently the surrounding area soon became fouled.94  The head station 

became the centre of ‘settlement’, with the manager’s dwelling the centre for 

station business and the station camp taking on the nature of a small self-

contained town.95   

 

Stock workers’ housing was illustrative of their position: men’s hut, ‘blacks 

house’ or ‘man’s room’.  The buildings provided a way for stock workers to 

assert superiority over those at the ‘black’s camp’.96  Under the Aboriginals 

Ordinance the Chief Protector of Aboriginals controlled financial affairs of 

Aborigines and single Aborigines of mixed descent until 21 years of age.  

The minimum wage for Aborigines was five shillings per week of which two 

shillings went into the Trust Account.  In remote areas employers did not 

pay wages if they were feeding employees’ dependants.  In practice, 

                                                 
92 NAA Darwin  F987 Report, General Report on the “Investigation of Pastoral Leases in the Northern 
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93 Clark, ‘A Means to an End’, p.256. 
94 Ibid, p.257. 
95 McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle', pp.27-29. 
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payment was erratic.97  Aborigines employed on pastoral stations rarely 

received cash until the late 1960s, payment being food and rarely, ‘kennel-

like’ shelters.98  Just as there was no obligation to pay wages, there was no 

obligation to provide housing.99  In reality ‘shelter’ could be galvanised iron 

huts or lean-to humpies built of scraps.100  However Aboriginal people did 

not necessarily view their living conditions as harsh: ‘a travelling people 

will not make strong demands for permanent shelter.’ 101  Rather, to maintain 

access to station supplies Aborigines ‘camped’ near their food resources and 

applied new methods of hunting and chasing that Europeans classified as 

work.102 

Picture 10. Aboriginal single men’s quarters, 
PH0256/124 Bleakley Collection, NTLIS. 

Picture 11. Typical married Aboriginal camp, 
PH0256/0125 Bleakley Collection, NTLIS. 

 

Bleakley recorded that few employers provided adequate shelter, describing 

huts of ‘galvanized iron, without ventilation or light’ that inhabitants 

complained of being too hot.103  Commenting that he felt that Aborigines 

would use better accommodation if it were provided, Bleakley described 

‘semi-mission type’ housing that included shutters as satisfactory, and 

regularly used by people.104  Those within the pastoral industry claimed that 

the industry could not afford to improve Aboriginal living conditions, and, 
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in addition, also believed changes were unwarranted.105  However, Bleakley 

provided examples of where better accommodation was provided, noting 

that increased comfort ‘will make its influence felt, particularly with the 

young mothers accustomed to service in civilized homes.’106  Bleakley was 

also the first to conclude that improving working and living conditions 

‘should make for better service, but…useless to…supply the first without 

the other.’107  Peter Read argues that part of the reason for poor conditions in 

the pastoral industry was ‘the continuing phenomenon of official and 

unofficial support for the pastoral industry at the expense of Aboriginal 

welfare’, and pastoralists defended themselves through economic 

arguments.108  However conditions for most people living on pastoral 

stations at this time were fairly poor.  The Report of the Investigation of 

Pastoral Leases makes the point that in the Alice Springs district in 

particular, few lessees had 

wasted capital on house and home comfort, in fact many of 
them are living under most primitive conditions, the houses 
consisting of bushes and a few sheets of galvanised iron.109 

 

In a similar vein it was reported that miners tended to steer clear of civilised 

life, which they associated with the presence of white women, preferring 

instead paperbark huts with galvanised iron roofs or mud houses of clay and 

ant bed.110  Jessie Litchfield describes the addition of an extra room where 

she stayed on arrival in the Territory in the 1920s: 

The house…was built of bark, with an iron roof.  It could boast 
a sitting-room, a kitchen, a bedroom, and a front verandah.  The 
canvas was soon nailed round some of the veranda-posts, and 
when the floor (of ant-bed) had been damped down and swept 
smooth, the room was ready for furnishing… There was no 
window, but the white canvas walls gave ample ventilation and 
light, especially since a gap had been left between walls and 
roof and walls and floor, thus permitting a constant circulation 
of air in the little room.111 
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Conversely she described the camp of a ‘remittance man’ known as Whisky 

as ‘a small tent and a rough hut of boughs’.112  Maranboy in 1914 had 

around 80 tin mining claim holders, which means it was a settlement of 

some significance, however with few women.113  Employed Aborigines 

were the pivot around which the whole settlement operated.114  Maranboy 

was also an Aboriginal trading centre so in addition to employed Aborigines 

there were dependants, people living on the fringe, traders and visitors and 

those who lived a tribal or partially tribal life.115  In 1923 Harold Giles 

applied for an area of ground to be declared a camping spot for Aborigines, 

who otherwise lived at a camp about a mile away from the battery 

manager’s home which was the only building that could be described as a 

house.116  It was described as looking like an: 

…enormous meat safe’, the house had a cement floor and was 
mosquito proof.  Inner walls were constructed from tightly 
stretched unbleached calico.117 

 

 
Picture 12. Maranboy Battery Manager’s house, Gleeson, ‘Blocks, Runs and Claims’, p.25. 
 

Gold mining in the area from 1932 spawned the township of Tennant Creek 

in Central Australia.  David Carment describes the building of a hotel by Joe 

                                                 
112 Ibid, p.25. 
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Kilgariff in 1934 which formed the ‘nucleus’ for further town buildings.118  

The Department of the Interior entered into contracts with a Sydney 

company for the supply and erection of galvanised buildings suitable for 

offices and residences of public servants.  Carment states that while Tennant 

Creek residents’ circumstances varied greatly, a common theme was the 

‘toughness of those who lived there and the depressed economic situation…’ 

from which they had come. 119   Writing at the time, A.B. Haines described 

living conditions in Tennant Creek for the Australian travel magazine 

Walkabout. 

Almost next door to a solid concrete hotel, on whose splendid 
wide verandahs shirt-sleeved men lounge in comfortable cane 
arm chairs…you can find a sort of humpy, constructed of 
boughs and hessian, and a tent in which a perspiring man in 
khaki shorts is cooking his midday meal in his outdoor ant-bed 
oven…120 

   

On the surface, the Commonwealth stated that it was interested in bringing 

the Territory into the federation and undertook to provide public works as a 

means to making the Territory somewhere white people would make their 

home.  Mission societies joined in the Commonwealth’s task by developing 

settled villages within Aboriginal societies.  The haphazard nature of the 

Commonwealth’s administration of the Northern Territory and in particular 

the lack of committed resources to its development showed in the early onset 

of the economic depression in the Territory, and the sustained poor living 

conditions for all except senior government staff. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Aboriginal Settlement 
 

…I recommend that proper housing be provided for these 
people.  It may then reasonably be expected that (a) a property 
sense will develop which will go far towards combating the 
sinister influence of communist propaganda (b) a proper self-
respect will develop in the individual (c) avenues of additional 
income will be available to those casually employed, who are 
debarred from taking other work for wages.1 
 

 
 

The need for Aboriginal people to be settled was a fundamental feature of 

the economic and social development of frontier colonies.2  The perceived 

nomadic nature of the Aboriginal way of life was believed to be axiomatic to 

the settling of the Northern Territory.  In its budding towns poor living 

conditions for whites and growing numbers of dispossessed Aborigines 

living in dishevelled camps contributed to northern settlers’ growing 

resentment.3  White economic self-interest and assumed superiority were 

particularly relevant at the time of the Territory’s transfer to the 

Commonwealth.  Domestic assistance in white households was predicated 

on this, with the unhealthiness of the climate for whites, all justifying the 

treatment of Aboriginal people as inferior to the colonists.4  Distinctions 

were made between ‘full blood’ Aborigines and the perceived varying levels 

of ‘colour’ in people of mixed descent.  While Aborigines were variously 

considered ‘children of nature’, ‘uneducated intelligent children’, or the 

‘lowest [race] on…earth’, Aborigines of mixed descent were believed to 

have ‘great potential’ for training in a settled, white life.5  This could only 

happen, though, if removed from Aboriginal influences.6 

 

However, as Andrew Markus argues, government administration of 

Aborigines highlights the contradiction between governments’ priority to 

                                                 
1 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Submission 
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4 Ibid, p.8. 
5 Ibid, pp.14-17. 
6 Tony Austin, ‘Cecil Cook, Scientific Thought and ‘Half-Castes’ in the Northern Territory 1927-
1939’, Aboriginal History, vol.14, no.1, 1990, pp.104-122, pp.104-5. 
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‘protection’ of Aborigines and the reality of life in northern Australia.7  The 

reality was that economic development of the pastoral, agricultural and 

mining industries took precedence.8  As shown in Table 2, Commonwealth 

spending on Aborigines in the Northern Territory was also considerably less 

than the states’ spending.   

 
Table 2. Government expenditure on Aborigines 1913-329 

 1913-17 
£ 

1921 
£ 

1925 
£ 

1928-29 
£ 

1931-32 
£ 

WA 25,000 35,000 31,000 31,523 21,187 
QLD 21,000 21,000 40,000 63,898 41,128 
NT 3,000 3,000 10,000 10,824 7,670 
NSW 25,000 35,000 38,000 37,970 53,124 
SA 20,000 27,000 25,000 22,767 23,000 
VIC 4,000 4,000 6,000 8,758 7,153 
AUST £98,000 125,000 150,000 175,740 153,262 

 

 
Aboriginal settlement 
 

Aboriginal occupation and economic use of the land and its resources 

persisted in the north as agricultural settlement was established: 

We never have any  natives around our camp but we often saw 
them…going walkabout by the lagoon.  The lagoons were alive 
with fish, turtles and crocs.  The geese, ducks, egrets, cranes…, 
pelicans, brolgas by the thousands; in fact every sort of game 
imaginable could be found in those parts, even wild pig…When 
we set fire to the big black soil plains to burn off, the natives 
could be seen looking for the big snakes and other game that 
the fire caught.10 

 

In central Australia Europeans noted Aboriginal fire drives of marsupials: 

Runners are sent into the wind with fire-sticks…and thrusting 
the torch into spinifex clumps at intervals of about fifty yards, 
they soon have an open horseshoe of flame eating into the 
resinous…vegetation…The world seems full of flame and 
smoke…they swing their weight from foot to foot, twirling 
their throwing sticks in their palms…11 

 

                                                 
7 Markus, Governing Savages, p.9. 
8 McGregor, Imagined Destinies, pp.87-8. 
9 Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia, cited by Markus, Governing Savages, Table 
1.2, pp.10-11. 
10 Esther Meaney, Esther: The True Life of an Australian Country Girl, self-published, Batchelor, 
1988, pp.64-65. 
11 H.H. Finlayson, The Red Centre: man and beast in the heart of Australia, Angus & Robertson, 
Sydney, (Australiana facsimile edition, Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide), 1979, pp.65-6, 
quoted in Smith, Peopling the Cleland Hills, pp.12-3. 
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Aborigines lived almost entirely in the open, using a combination of small 

fires and leafy windbreaks to define sleeping places or where small groups 

could camp together for various reasons.  Use was also made of small huts 

or caves, mostly for sleeping, but also for shelter or storing food and 

belongings.  Camps were orientated towards the direction from which they 

had come.12  Aborigines visited camps regularly and remained for a few 

days or a few months with travel motivated by social, economic, religious 

and philosophical considerations.13  The most important tie with land was 

with waterholes, where people camped for extended periods making full use 

of available resources.14  Aboriginal customary houses or shelters were 

therefore used like tools not ‘houses’.15  Unlike European settlers, 

Aborigines ‘shared a social system and religious rituals that did not require 

use of permanent built forms or structures to give meaning to their known 

world’.16 

 

Herbert Basedow’s ethnographic notes include information on his 

observations of Larrakia camps in the area that is now Darwin.17  He noted 

the similarity of structures in other parts of Australia, and that as in central 

Australia, habitations were only used to shelter from extreme climatic 

conditions.18  Basedow states that hut floors were covered with either 

paperbark and/or grass, except in the immediate area surrounding the fire, 

and that joints were secured with hibiscus bark and paperbark and grass used 

to cover the frame, leaving the widest side open for access.19  Where 

protection was needed from mosquitoes, the hut was completely enclosed 

and covered with bark allowing for a small entrance.  A hole was made in 

the top to allow smoke accumulated in the hut to retard mosquitoes, to 

                                                 
12 Berndt & Berndt, The Aboriginal Australians, pp.12-3. 
13 McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle', pp.4-5. 
14 Ibid, p.5. 
15 Memmott, ‘The Way It Was’, p.33. 
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18 Ibid, p.29. 
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escape.20  More temporary shelter, against for example rain, was built by 

cutting a sheet of bark from the stringybark tree and using it in a similar way 

to a tent, with sand holding up the bark.  Sun shades were also built using 

forked poles and green branches piled at an angle.21 

 

The anthropologist Donald Thomson travelled throughout Arnhem Land in 

1935 to provide the Commonwealth government with advice on reasons for 

unrest in the area and a policy for administration.22   His published findings 

provide detailed ethnographic information of Yolngu life of that time.23  

Thomson noted that seasonal influences on Aboriginal lives and occupations 

had an impact on the nature of camps and house types with each year 

divided into six or more phases or seasons.  During the wet season people 

were concentrated in semi-permanent camps with population in each of up 

to 100.  At this time they constructed houses, sometimes large, thatched with 

bark.  Each house type had its own traditional form, type of construction and 

distinctive name, and it often developed in adaptation to a particular 

environment, or determined by the building materials available.  Thomson 

described nine or 10 types of houses varying from simple windbreaks to 

more permanent houses and huts.  Larger rectangular houses were possibly 

developed or modified as a result of Macassan influence.24  Each family 

lived as a separate unit within a camp, and usually girls or women made the 

family’s hut, shelter or windbreak, according to season.  The essential things 

were that each family unit was centred on its own fireside, and that each 

group cooked its own food and lived independently.25 

 

                                                 
20 Ibid, p.30. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Thomson, ‘Arnhem Land, Part 1’, p.149. 
23 Ibid, also Thomson, ‘Arnhem Land, Part II’, and Thomson, ‘Arnhem Land, Part III’. 
24 Donald F. Thomson, Economic Structure and the Ceremonial Exchange Cycle in Arnhem Land, 
Macmillan, Melbourne, 1949, p.16-17. 
25 Ibid, p.20. 
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Picture 13. Wet season camp, PH1208 
Thomson Collection, Museum of Victoria 

Picture 14. Wet season shelter, TPH1742 
Thomson Collection, Museum of Victoria 

 

Encroaching European settlement, early mining and town development, 

therefore had disruptive effects on Aboriginal residence and movements.26  

Professor Baldwin Spencer’s study of the Territory’s Indigenous people in 

1912 categorised them ‘by their situations relative to the spread of 

settlement.’27  Spencer foresaw that closer settlement would take the best 

land and make traditional subsistence impossible.28  Distinction was made 

between colonial control over nomadic groups and control exercised over 

settled farming communities, as in the Torres Strait.  For Aboriginal 

Australia, ‘There was no settled ‘village’ within which innovations and 

adjustments could be worked out…’.29  White settlement of central 

Australia, as in other areas, devastated Aboriginal use of land with 

pastoralism, in particular, contradictory to continued practice of the 

Aboriginal economy.  In Aboriginal terms, the phrase ‘Wild Time’ was used  

to describe the period from before white incursions through subsequent 

phases of interaction with whites until people were ‘quietened down’. 30  

Aboriginal people were recognised as having become ‘quiet’ with their 

semi-sedentary location at camps near cattle stations and police depots at the 

                                                 
26 McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle', p.4. 
27 Dargavel, ‘Persistence and Transition’, pp.8-9. 
28 Ibid. 
29 C.D. Rowley, The Remote Aborigines, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1972, pp.3-4. 
30 Trigger, Whitefella Comin’, p.18. 
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‘frontiers of the colonial world’.31  According to Aboriginal oral history, 

‘quietened down’ large camps formed at pastoral properties or remained in 

the vicinity of station homesteads.  The generally unhindered movements to 

and from the bush were a feature of this period.32  Aboriginal 

accommodations with the changing landscape and the fact that few 

European towns or settlements thrived meant that the ‘frontier’ as a form of 

society persisted well into the twentieth century with little economic 

development or ‘progress’ evident until after the Second World War. 33 

 

Non-Indigenous settlement of Aborigines 
 

Science was important in constraining or focusing official governance of 

Aborigines during the period 1880-1920.34  The theory of cultural evolution 

promoted the idea that Aborigines should be transformed into Christian 

workers thereby ensuring that individuals would survive while their culture 

was eradicated.35  Baldwin Spencer took his knowledge of Darwinism with 

him when he became an anthropologist and used it to reconstruct race 

relations in the Northern Territory following the transfer to the 

Commonwealth in 1911.36  The ‘controlled government neglect’37 of 

Aboriginal living conditions, as observed and reported on by ‘collectors’, 

scientists or ethnographers like Spencer, contributed to the formulation of 

public policy to improve conditions.38  By 1885, 140 Aborigines were noted 

as living around Darwin in self-built galvanised iron huts.39  The South 

Australian parliament rejected early legislative attempts to improve living 

conditions and Aboriginal groups were removed from the Darwin town area.  

                                                 
31 Franz Fanon wrote that ‘The frontiers of the colonial world are shown by barracks and police 
stations…’: Wretched of the Earth, Harmondworth, Penguin, 1980, p.29, cited in Wilson, ‘A Force 
Apart?’, p.198. 
32 Trigger, Whitefella Comin’, pp.38-9. 
33 McGrath, 'Born in the Cattle', p.23. 
34 Mark Francis, ‘Social Darwinism and the Construction of Institutionalised Racism in Australia’, 
Graeme Turner (ed), Fabrications: Journal of Australian Studies, no.51, University of Queensland 
Press, Brisbane, 1997, pp.90-105, accessed on line 24 August 2005 at http://www.api-
network.com/articles/index/php?jas51_francis, p.91. 
35 Ibid, p.93. 
36 Ibid, p.94. 
37 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.83. 
38 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, pp.8-23. 
39 Wells, ‘Labour, Control and Protection’, p.65. 
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The formulation of the South Australian Aborigines Act occurred at the same 

time as the Northern Territory was transferred to the Commonwealth.  As 

with other existing legislation, the Commonwealth adopted the Act and it 

became the Aboriginals Ordinance.  The Northern Territory legislation 

allowed for the removal of Aboriginal children of mixed descent and for 

their institutionalisation.  The exception to this policy was Aboriginal 

children of mixed descent whose families had adopted a European style of 

living and housing and whose fathers were in regular employment. 40  

However, mixed descent children were not considered in themselves, 

desirable settlers or citizens.41 

 

In 1911 Herbert Basedow’s investigation highlighted two Aboriginal camps 

west of the Darwin town area consisting of corrugated iron huts.42  The 

Protector of Aborigines, Baldwin Spencer, advocated the replacement of 

‘old, ramshackle, dirty huts’ with ‘neat huts’ consisting of ‘walls of stringy 

bark and roofs of iron with a compound of neat huts’.43  In 1913 the 

Government medical officer commented on the need to remove Aborigines 

‘from their scattered insanitary camps in the town and centralizing them in a 

well-ordered and supervised village.’44  A Darwin headmaster also 

advocated the removal of children ‘from the contaminating influences of the 

native camps’ to ensure their becoming ‘useful members of the community 

of the Northern Territory’.45   

 

                                                 
40 Suzanne Parry, ‘A Question of Identity: Half-Caste’ children and their schooling,’ Journal of 
Northern Territory History, no.7, 1997, pp.25-39, p.26. 
41 Parry, ‘Disease, Medicine and Settlement’, p.182. 
42 Ibid, p.66. 
43 W.B. Spencer, ‘General Policy in Regards to Aboriginals’, Administrator’s Report on the Northern 
Territory 1912, Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1913. 
44 Clark, ‘A Means to an End’, p.61. 
45 Quoted in Federal Court of Australia, Lorna Cubillo and Peter Gunner v the Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2000, accessed on line 23 August 2004 at 
http://judgments.fedcourt.gov.au/2000/J001084.doc.htm, p.74. 
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Picture 15.  Buildings at the Kahlin Aboriginal Compound, PH0256/0044 Bleakley 
Collection, NTLIS. 

 

Kahlin Compound 
 

In 1912 the Chief Protector of Aborigines was appointed to break up 

Aboriginal camps in and around Darwin.  The occupants were moved to a 

new site at Myilly Point, which became the Kahlin Compound.46  The 

Northern Territory Times described the site: 

A number of neat bark and iron residences have been erected at 
the site of the new camp, which is pleasantly situated 
overlooking the open sea and Fannie Bay.  Whether the 
overhanging ‘hat-shaped’ roofs of these dwellings will resist 
the strong NW wet season storms in its exposed situation is a 
query that will probably be settled one way or the other during 
the coming wet.47 

 

The Aboriginals Ordinance required all Aborigines in Darwin to be at the 

Compound or at employer’s quarters.  The fenced compound ‘…contained 

sixteen bark and iron huts, a boy’s dormitory and a girls’ dormitory built 

by…’inmates’.48 Aborigines were expected to contribute of the costs of the 

compound from their wages.49  Kahlin was considered a success as it 

prevented ‘nomadic natives’ from camping, and at the same time provided 

Darwin households with Aboriginal workers.50  Initially people were housed 

in small bark and iron huts and later in galvanised iron huts.  A number of 

                                                 
46 LNAC, Saltwater People, p. xv. 
47 Northern Territory Times, 24 October 1912, quoted in LNAC, Saltwater People, p. xv. 
48 Wells, ‘Labour, Control and Protection’, p.67. 
49 Ibid, p.68. 
50 Ibid, p.69. 
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‘tin shanties’ also remained below the Compound on the beach.51  In 1918 

the 1911 Ordinance was replaced by the Northern Territory Aboriginals 

Ordinance, which extended the powers of the Chief Protector, broadened the 

definitions and control of ‘half-castes’ and introduced a curfew for 

Aboriginal people in town overnight.  By 1923 there were 81 Aboriginal 

people living at the Kahlin Compound.52  In 1925 most of the children at 

Kahlin were moved to a house on Shultze Street, across the road from the 

compound.  By 1931 this institution, the Darwin Half-Caste Home, was so 

overcrowded that 28 boys were moved to a boys’ home at Pine Creek.53  In 

1929 new regulations under the Aboriginals Ordinance removed the right of 

Aboriginal employees to remain on their employers premises overnight.54 

 

 
Picture 16. Aboriginal workers’ building Kahlin cot tages, Powell, Far Country, p.163 

 

Creed Lovegrove, the son of the Inspector of Police in 1930s Darwin, lived 

opposite the compound in government housing and recalls that: 

Many Aboriginals lived at Kahlin and the drone of the 
didgeridoo, the clicking of sticks and the chanting of the 
songmen, was a nightly occurrence which I found quite 
soothing.  The Aboriginal performers would often be painted 
for ceremonies.  Some of them worked for families at Myilly 
Point and in the city.  Their canoes could be seen at Cullen 
Beach and in the harbour as the men hunted for turtles and 
dugong.55 

                                                 
51 LNAC, Saltwater People,  p.23. 
52 Ibid, p. xvi. 
53 Ibid, p. xvii. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Creed Lovegrove, Brolga at Large: The Recollections and Perceptions of a Territory Boy and Native 
Affairs Patrol Officer, Historical Society of the Northern Territory, Darwin, 2004, p.18. 
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Picture 17. Aboriginal men performing at Kahlin, PH280/0005 , NTLIS. 

 

Dorothea Lyons, residing in a similar location to Creed Lovegrove at Myilly 

Point, described living near the Kahlin Compound as ‘weird’: 

-it did something to you.  Once you accepted it, it was OK, but 
you’d hear these corroborees and what have you at night, and 
campfires…it was quite fascinating.56 

 
Barbara Raymond recalls the dormitory-style corrugated iron hut built to 

house single mothers at Kahlin as not particularly secure, with her father 

able to come and go through a corner of the hut.57  Kahlin Compound in 

1918 was composed of buildings, later described by one inmate, Val 

McGinness, as: 

…just a tin roof and wooden posts.  Galvanised iron sides and 
roof, that’s all.  More or less like a shed.  It was all painted 
white with calsomine…58   

 

Others recall that: 

Half-castes lived in concrete houses, while the Aborigines lived 
in huts of about ten by twelve feet, made of a few sheets of 
galvanised iron, with a flat roof.  In summer they slept outside 
in the open air, except when it was raining.  They were packed 
in these huts like sardines.  You would be surprised at the 
number of people the huts could hold.  Most of the huts had a 
door but no window…59 

                                                 
56 NTAS  NTRS 226  TS84 Dorothea Lyons, Tape 1, Side A, pp.16-7. 
57 Quoted in LNAC, Saltwater People, pp.50-51. 
58 Val McGinness, Kathy Mills & Tony Austin, ‘Breakfast Was One Slice of Bread: a “Half-caste” boy 
in the Kahlin Compound’, Northern Perspective, vol.11, no.1, pp.1-10, p.4. 
59 Reverend Fuata A Taito Rotumah, The Aborigines of the North, Sydney, Methodist Overseas 
Mission of Australasia, nd, pp.7-8; quoted by Samantha J Wells, ‘Town Camp or Homeland? A History 
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McGinness further states that the Aborigines ‘abandoned the houses and 

went down and camped on the beach that was part of the reserve.’60  

Aboriginal resistance therefore persisted as was evidenced by the continued 

presence of camps around Darwin, the more permanent sites becoming 

known as town camps.61 

 
The Bungalow 
 

Alice Springs was first established as a telegraph station and stayed a very 

small white population centre until, in 1929, the Adelaide railway line 

reached it, increasing the range of services provided, initiating an increased 

population.62  Once cattle were introduced into central Australia, the 

competition for food sources and water meant that Aborigines very quickly 

became reliant on rations for survival.  Increasing numbers were noted as 

‘becoming settled in Alice Springs’ – in actual fact ‘camping along the Todd 

River’.63  Tim Rowse ascribes to Alice Springs’ early development the 

ideology of towns as ‘bastions of colonial privilege.’  That privilege ensured 

that municipal order held Aborigines at arm’s length and necessitated 

training to bring their living conditions to a standard that would permit 

‘entry into town life’.  The contradiction between townspeople’s need for 

cheap labour and desire to distance themselves from Aborigines was a 

feature of this period in both Alice Springs and Darwin. 64 

 

In 1914 two Alice Springs town allotments were put aside as a reserve for 

‘half-castes’ and an iron shed built to house ‘half-caste’ children rounded up 

from camps in and around the town.65  This building became known as the 

Bungalow.  When additions were completed the dormitories consisted of 

three corrugated iron buildings, without flooring, water supply or 

                                                                                                                                            
of the Kulaluk Aboriginal Community,’ unpublished report to the Australian Heritage Commission, 8 
November 1995, p.27. 
60 McGinness et al, ‘Breakfast Was One Slice of Bread’, p.4. 
61 Wells, ‘Labour, Control and Protection’, p.74. 
62 Heppell & Wigley, Black out in Alice, p.1. 
63 Ibid, pp.5-6. 
64 Rowse, ‘Housing and Colonial Patronage’, p.85. 
65 Markus, Governing Savages, p.23-24. 
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sanitation.66  The institution’s facilities and close location to the Alice 

Springs Hotel were condemned from the 1920s.67  Although an adequate 

water supply was not available, land at Jay Creek was purchased in 1925 and 

construction commenced on a new ‘half-caste’ home, projected to cost 

£6,000.68  In 1928 recycled galvanised iron from the Bungalow was used to 

build temporary quarters for up to 50 children at Jay Creek.69  Due to 

problems with locating a reliable water source and government reluctance to 

fund the required level of construction, it took nearly a decade to provide a 

permanent, improved children’s home in Alice Springs.  The move from Jay 

Creek to the converted Telegraph Station occurred in 1932.  While described 

as ‘comfortable’ by the Government, the  new home was reported as being 

inadequate.70 

 

The Chief Protector of Aborigines began urging in 1931 for the 

improvement of living conditions for ‘half-castes’ as a matter of social and 

economic urgency.71  Bleakley’s description of the Kahlin Compound 

includes mention of the necessity of cheap domestic labour for ‘white 

families’ due to climatic conditions.72  The living quarters were described as 

being of galvanised iron and only some had cracked, concrete floors, where 

residents slept.73  Bleakley suggested that living conditions could improve, 

noting again that women in domestic service were not unfamiliar with good 

living conditions and could therefore be expected to maintain better 

housing.74  He deplored the overcrowded living conditions at the Half-Caste 

Home and objected to its close location to the Kahlin Compound.75  

Bleakley noted the home’s role to prepare residents ‘to take a useful part in 

the development of the Territory’ would not be met unless improvements 

                                                 
66 Ibid, p.24. 
67 Ibid, p.25. 
68 Ibid, p.28. 
69 Ibid, pp.27-28. 
70 Ibid, p.35. 
71 Read, ‘Northern Territory’, p.280. 
72 Bleakley, The Aboriginals and Half-Castes, p.12. 
73 Ibid, pp.12-13. 
74 Ibid, p.13. 
75 Ibid, p.15.  Bleakley recorded that 75 children lived in a three bedroom house. 
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occurred.76  Bleakley also condemned conditions at the ‘Half-Caste’ 

Bungalow in Alice Springs, noting that the location was unsuitable and its 

removal was ‘highly desirable.’77  The report includes recommendations on 

a new home’s design and dispersal of people living in town camps by 

providing building material (from the demolished Bungalow) to build huts to 

camp in.78  In spite of Bleakley’s plan for a new home in Darwin, conditions 

there and in Alice Springs did not improve. 

 

The homes were expected to ‘save’ children from a ‘degraded’ upbringing in 

the camps and to provide a ‘civilising’ environment in which children would 

be divested of their Aboriginality.79  Government parsimony prevented the 

introduction of potentially ameliorative policies of two ‘anthropologically 

informed’ Chief Protectors.80  The Kahlin Compound was only acceptable 

while the population dynamics of Darwin remained as in 1912, but non-

indigenous interests became increasingly dominant.81  Living conditions and 

schooling in the homes were poor.  At the Bungalow in Alice Springs 

conditions were shocking, a cause of much media and parliamentary 

comment and a string of official reports that all recommended change.  

While there were constant calls for purpose-built institutions, 

Commonwealth lack of interest and low priority of scant resources ensured 

that none were ever constructed.82  Housing for Aborigines of mixed descent 

in Darwin, however, was beginning to receive close attention, and some 

government funding. 

 

Cook’s ‘Half-caste’ Housing Policy 
  

Administrators made policies for mixed descent Aboriginal people primarily 

on the basis of beliefs born of their own observations about them, 

community reactions and perhaps some knowledge of scientific theories 

                                                 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid, p.17. 
78 Ibid, pp.17-18. 
79 Parry & Austin, ‘An Overview’, p.16. 
80 Ibid, p.19. 
81 Will Sanders, ‘Understanding the Past, Looking to the Future: The Unfinished History of Australian 
Indigenous Housing’, Read, Settlement, pp.237-248, p.241. 
82 Ibid, p.105. 
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abroad.83  Social engineering theories encapsulated in eugenics led to a 

perceived need to prevent those labelled ‘degenerate’ from breeding while 

encouraging propagation of people with desirable traits.  This warranted 

state intervention in the lives of those considered debased.  In the period to 

the mid 1920s there was interest in ideas of ‘reversion’ and racial inferiority 

in people of mixed descent.84  Although Australian eugenists acknowledged 

environmental influences on individuals, eugenics in Australia was in 

decline by the late 1920s as professional opinion increasingly conceded the 

environment’s influence.85  Dr. Cecil Cook’s work in the north coincided 

with a period of growing scientific attack on eugenic assumptions about the 

adverse biological effects of race mixture that became evident in the policies 

he pursued.86  The nationalist concern for racial well-being, translated into 

Australia’s White Australia policy, was perhaps the most vital driving force 

in Cook’s policy making.  Cook was also concerned that a predominately 

‘coloured’ northern population would comprise a left wing revolutionary 

element in Australia.  Cook’s 1931 ‘breeding out the colour’ policy was an 

ultimate eugenist solution.87 

The excess white male population living in rural districts, 
deprived at present of the company of women of its own race, 
is denied any opportunity of making homes.  These men live, 
therefore, for the most part in camps many of which are a very 
low order and closely approximate to those favoured by the 
aboriginal…Many such men would be prepared to marry half-
caste females and make decent homes…88 

 

The policy was also in keeping with the progressivist view that women’s 

place was in the home raising healthy, well-adjusted children.89  Under 

Cook’s policy, female ‘half-castes’ were to be ‘elevated’ to a living standard 

that would not impair the social and economic status of their (white) 

husbands.  Cook’s ‘half-caste’ housing policy ‘more specifically intended to 

transform Aboriginal people of mixed descent into respectable and 

                                                 
83 Austin, ‘Cecil Cook’, p.106. 
84 Ibid, p.107. 
85 Ibid, p.108. 
86 Ibid, pp.112-3. 
87 Ibid, p.113. 
88 NAA, A659  40/1/408, Cook to Weddell, 27 June 1933; quoted by Austin, ‘Cecil Cook’, pp,113-5. 
89 Austin, ‘Cecil Cook’, p.117. 
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responsible private home owners’90 uninterested in ‘reverting’ to Aboriginal 

camp life.  Russell McGregor and Tony Austin point to both the lack of 

endorsement and government impediment for Cook’s policy.91  This meant 

that while Cook remained the Northern Territory’s Chief Protector of 

Aborigines, he could continue to develop his policy.92 

 

In 1932 Cook moved to improve living conditions for mixed descent 

Aboriginal people in Darwin.  A request for unallocated land recently 

advertised for lease may have prompted him to act at the time he did.  In his 

submissions to the Land Department and the Administrator, Cook mentions 

his idea of developing an agricultural settlement, abandoned due to lack of 

land and growing acknowledgement of the difficulty of successful 

agricultural production.93  However the land that Cook sought allowed for 

the rural idyll – ‘sufficient space for flower and kitchen gardens, out-

buildings, goat and poultry yards’, or at least opportunity for additional 

income through the production and sale of eggs and vegetables.94  Cook 

proposed a miscellaneous lease for 11 lots of varying sizes to the Chief 

Protector at peppercorn rent to build ‘proper housing’ for ‘half-castes’, the 

cost of which would be recovered through rent forming, in effect, mortgage 

payments.95  Following the repayment of the dwelling, the occupier would 

assume responsibility for the land’s lease from the Chief Protector, thereby 

becoming home owning citizens.  In his submission Cook was seeking to 

address what he described as the Administration’s ‘problem’ of social 

‘degeneration’.  He cited as evidence close to 200 people living in ‘chronic 

destitution’ on a combination of low wages and government assistance, in 

‘insanitary, not weather-proof, ill-ventilated, overcrowded, dark and usually 

unfloored’ shacks and humpies.96 

                                                 
90 McGregor, Imagined Destinies, p.161-4. 
91 Austin, ‘Cecil Cook’, p.117; McGregor, Imagined Destinies, p.164. 
92 Henry Reynolds, An Indelible Stain? The question of genocide in Australia’s history, Penguin, 
Melbourne, 2001, pp.151-2. 
93 NAA Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Letter to 
Chief Clerk Lands Department, 30 January 1932. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid. 
96 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Submission to Administrator, 2 February 1932. 
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Although they were not under the Chief Protector’s control, Cook expressed 

responsibility for people who had been adversely affected by previous 

administrative policies.  His primary motivation, however, was the 

reinforcement of the White Australia policy’s principles: 

The existence and development of a substantial section of the 
coloured community along such lines strikes at the very basis 
of the White Australia policy already gravely threatened here 
by prolific fertility of Australian-born Chinese…In a White 
Australia the existence of a coloured community, whether alien, 
aboriginal, or hybrid, must remain a constant menace socially 
and economically as long as its members (a) fail to conform to 
White standards; (b) are not accepted as white citizens.97 

 

 
Picture 18. Edward Cubillo and mother at house at Police Paddock, 1930s Darwin, 
Lee, ‘Cubillo family lines’, p.140.98 

 

Social homogeneity, if not racial, then was Cook’s avowed aim with his 

housing policy.99  This was to be achieved by building six ‘cottages’ to a 

cost of £130 each, the labour provided by prospective tenants using local 

materials.  In an effort to reduce costs the plan was for bathroom facilities to 

be shared.100  Finance for the scheme was to be raised through loans from 

the Aboriginal Trust Account.  Cook’s recommended advantages of the 

scheme included a ‘safe and remunerative investment’ for the Trust Account 

that provided ‘hygienic’ homes for otherwise destitute people and 

community benefit through increased rent and rate payers.  The 

                                                 
97 Ibid. 
98 Gary Lee, ‘Cubillo family lines’, Ganter, Mixed Relations, pp.140-145. 
99 McGregor argues that Cook was interested in promoting social cohesion through racial homogeneity; 
Imagined Destinies, p.162. 
100 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Submission to Administrator, 2 February 1932. 



 90 

recommendations proved so convincing that the Minister approved them 

within three months, with a request forwarded to the Commonwealth 

Statistician for actuarial tables to calculate interest rates.101 

 

Rumour of new housing to be built for ‘the half-caste children’ at Salonika 

was printed in the Northern Territory Times and Gazette and labelled 

another case of ‘wasteful expenditure of public money’.102  Despite 

ministerial approval and appointment of a board to manage the scheme, local 

objections ultimately delayed its commencement.  In July 1932 the Chief 

Clerk and Accountant, L.H.A. Giles, a member of the board overseeing the 

scheme’s implementation, raised concerns about Aboriginal Trust Account 

use and the envisaged building costs.103  Cook responded strongly to what 

was an attack on his interpretation of a clause setting out the purpose of the 

Aboriginal Trust Account: ‘for the purchase of food, clothes and other 

necessaries for the natives of the Northern Territory’.  Giles questioned if 

housing fitted within ‘necessaries’, and if ‘half-castes’ were Northern 

Territory ‘natives’.  Cook’s response dealt at length with Giles’ questioning 

however left no doubt as to the role of improved living conditions: ‘adequate 

housing is, in my opinion, as genuine a “necessary” as clothing.’104 

 

Resolution of the questions lingered into the next year, delaying building 

commencement for another year.  Internal Department of Interior 

correspondence devoted to considering the claims of both the Chief 

Protector and Chief Clerk and Accountant show that Cook’s repudiation of 

Giles’ comments was concurred with in Melbourne.105  The Department of 

Interior officer reviewing the dispute provided perhaps the first official 

statement that other funding should be used to provide the housing: 

                                                 
101 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Letter 
from Secretary, 11 May 1932. 
102 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 13 May 1932. 
103 NAA  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Administrator, 16 July 1932. 
104 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 28 July 1932. 
105 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Memorandum 32/1322, 13 February 1933. 
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While…I am of the opinion that it is reasonable to utilise 
moneys standing to the credit of aboriginals in the Trust Fund 
in the way suggested, I think that it would be better for the 
Government to finance this small scheme from revenue.106 
 

The Secretary of the Department of the Interior, however, was satisfied, 

agreeing that no further action was necessary and noting that the scheme had 

already been approved using the Trust Account.107 

 

The next dry season’s commencement in Darwin saw work start on the 

cottages’ erection.  Cook’s plan was for the cottages future occupants to 

provide the building labour, thereby keeping costs low.  Union dissent was 

quickly voiced with ‘engaging half-castes and blacks at little or no wages to 

erect cottages on town allotments…’108  The Territory’s federal 

parliamentary representative, H.G. Nelson, was telegrammed by the 

Secretary of the North Australian Workers Union (NAWU) and raised the 

Union’s concerns formally with the Minister for the Interior.  The Minister’s 

response states that 

one half-caste and four aboriginals are employed preparing the 
foundations for the cottages…[which] are being erected as an 
experiment, with the object of improving the housing 
conditions for adult half-castes.’109 

 

Relying on the fact that the work was not government construction in the 

usual sense of the Works Program, the employment circumstances were 

considered ‘reasonable’.110  Further advice from R. Toupein, the NAWU 

Secretary, highlights not only the practical steps to actually build the 

cottages but also their design, comprising concrete floors, wooden frames, 

unlined galvanised iron walls with shutters serving as windows.111 

 

In December 1936 Cook sought to extend the scheme by building another 

eight houses, using funds previously approved for an Aboriginal settlement 

                                                 
106 Ibid. 
107 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
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108 Melbourne Herald, 7 June 1933. 
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at Mataranka.112  Cook cited the success of the first scheme as evidenced by 

of the eight houses erected, three were fully paid for and the remaining five 

families were more than half way to paying off the cottages. 

The original scheme contemplated complete repayment within 
fifteen years, so that the position…after three years occupation, 
is extraordinarily good.113 

 
While the Acting Administrator, L.H.A. Giles, supported Cook’s proposal to 

build another eight houses, he proposed using money from the Northern 

Territory’s approved annual funding.  Giles also suggested a rental scheme 

as ‘not all half-caste families are in a position, nor perhaps do they desire to 

own their own houses.’114  Handwritten notes on both Cook’s and Giles’ 

recommendations show that it was the proposal’s appropriate funding that 

occupied official consideration.  The urgent need for the housing appeared 

undisputed.  Different handwriting on the Northern Territory 

recommendations and internal correspondence advising the Secretary show 

that it was agreed the housing should be funded by Departmental vote.115  

There was also acknowledgement that the proposed scheme of providing 

funding to build housing, repaid by rent or purchase of housing, was already 

being undertaken in the Australian Capital Territory.116  Ministerial approval 

was given to the building of a further eight homes up to a value of £2,000 

from the 1937-38 Works Program.117  The standard of the housing to be built 

was also reconsidered.  Consultation between architects and the Chief 

Protector in Canberra during April 1937 formulated an improved design and 

standard that was consistent with ‘the accepted policy of raising the status of 

the half-caste population.’118 

 

                                                 
112 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Letter 
from Cook to Administrator, 9 December 1936. 
113 Ibid. 
114 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to the Secretary Department of the Interior, 15 December 1936. 
115 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Handwritten note, 12 January 1937, on Memorandum to the Secretary Department of the Interior, 15 
December 1936. 
116 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Note 19 
April 1937, on Memorandum Department of the Interior, 16 April 1937. 
117 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, Signed 
approved 20 April 1937, on Memorandum Department of the Interior, 16 April 1937. 
118 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Memorandum from Senior Architect, 5 May 1937. 
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Picture 19. ‘Half-caste’ cottage, AIATSIS N3636.66, reproduced in Wigley & Wigley, 
‘Black Iron’,  p.54. 

 
The first eight ‘cottages’ consisted of: 

a large room with verandahs front and back.  Cooking is carried 
out at the end of one verandah, the balance of which forms the 
dining space…The remaining verandah is enclosed for 
sleeping, and as both verandahs are enclosed with laced 
bamboo screens, the whole structure provides accommodation 
which meets the Darwin climatic conditions…but there is little 
privacy…and the internal arrangements of the building give no 
encouragement to the occupants to observe proper domestic 
standards.119 

 

The architect and Cook were interested in providing a house of similar size 

but with an internal design that would ‘encourage a higher standard of living 

than that of the existing structures.’  The agreed new design included a 

separate laundry and bathing facilities.  The house was described as: 

The Kitchenette is separated from the dining space and the 
sleeping portion of the house is subdivided by a screen and 
provided with two Dressing Rooms.  These latter rooms have 
partition walls only 7ft. high to provide adequate ventilation as 
the rooms are not intended to be occupied excepting for 
dressing purposes.  The actual living and sleeping 
accommodation in the house is a louvred verandah which…will 
provide healthy conditions in the Darwin climate.120 

 

This improved design and standard of construction, complete with 

electricity, water and sewage, came at an extra cost of approximately double 

the original estimate.  With the Administrator’s endorsement of the new 

                                                 
119 Ibid. 
120 Ibid. 
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design, ministerial approval was given to building half the agreed number of 

houses, to keep within the Department of the Treasury’s approved limit.121 

 

The Department of Works completion return to the Department of the 

Interior was dated 16 June 1938.  Twelve houses were completed, built by 

Aboriginal labour from the Kahlin Compound and a European plumber and 

carpenter.  Cook encouraged one of his nurses, an Aboriginal woman of 

mixed descent, Daisy Cusack (later Ruddick), to participate in the housing 

scheme while still unmarried. Her daughter, Esther Carolin, recalls that her 

mother bought one of the ‘five Aboriginal Trust homes in Darwin’.122  

Records shows that seven of the 12 houses were resumed for defence 

purposes and the remaining five were demolished and rebuilt.123  The policy 

is often described as Cook’s attempt to create a ‘mestizo’ group of people, 

encouraged to come together through ‘enticements’ like the housing scheme 

and exemption certificates.124  The displacement of the housed mixed 

descent Aboriginal families during the military build-up in Darwin meant 

that the families could be included amongst the Darwin residents seeking 

reimbursement after the Second World War. 

                                                 
121 NAA  Canberra  A452  1952/414  Houses for Half-Castes – Darwin – Northern Territory, 
Handwritten recommendation, 26 May 1937 on Memorandum from Senior Architect, 5 May 1937. 
122 Devitt et al, Under the Mango Tree, p.45. 
123 NAA F1 1948/81, cited in Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, pp.52-3. 
124 Karlsen, ‘Cultural Exclusion and Interaction’, p.111.  The second group of cottages were built after 
action by mixed descent Aborigines in Darwin forced changes to the controlling mechanisms over 
‘half-castes’ in the Aboriginals Ordinance in 1936.  Sue Stanton, ‘The Australian Half-caste 
Progressive Association: The fight for freedom and rights in the Northern Territory’, Journal of 
Northern Territory History, no.4, 1993, pp.37-46, pp.40-1. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Northern Territory Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance 1919 
 

The Board may, out of moneys voted by Parliament for the 
purpose…make an advance…on the prescribed security for the 
purpose of enabling him to erect a dwelling house on his land 
as a home for himself and his family…1 
 

 
 

The provision of housing for low income families has a long history in most 

of Australia, commencing with schemes funded by building societies and 

banks during the boom years of the 1870s and 1880s.  The early twentieth 

century government schemes were largely funded through borrowings from 

Britain.2  Most of the late nineteenth century projects were developed to aid 

the closer settlement of rural areas through loans to build or buy housing, 

thereby settling increasing numbers of people on subdivided rural land.3  

Public financing of workers’ home loans by government appointed boards 

or government owned banks began in Queensland and South Australia in 

1910.4  Publicly funded housing assistance was part of the ‘wage earners’ 

welfare state - securing workers rights in employment and state benefits for 

those legitimately unemployed.5  There was also an element of encouraging 

‘social obedience’ in providing low interest housing loans to the ‘deserving 

poor’ by removing tenement and slum housing in Sydney and Melbourne.6  

As established in Table 3, all States and the Commonwealth Government 

had passed similarly motivated legislation by 1919.  The Commonwealth’s 

legislation, the War Services Homes Act, sought to provide homes for 

returning Australian soldiers.  It was introduced in recognition of the 

shortage of housing that would only increase with the return of the military 

                                                 
1 NAA  Canberra  A1  1935/1231, Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance N.T., copy of Workmen’s Dwelling 
Ordinance, clause 11(1).  
2 Merrett, ‘Capital Markets and Capital Formation’, pp.182, 185, 189. 
3 Ibid, p.189. 
4 Susan Marsden, Business, Charity and Sentiment: The South Australian Housing Trust 1936-1986, 
Wakefield Press, Adelaide, 1986, p.13. 
5 F.G. Castles, The Working Class and Welfare: Reflections on the Political Development of the 
Welfare State in Australia and New Zealand 1890-1990, Allen & Unwin, Wellington, 1985, p.103, 
cited by Robyn Hollander, ‘ ‘Every man’s right: Queensland Labor and Home Ownership 1915-1957’, 
Queensland Review, vol.2, no.2, 1995, pp.56-66, p.57. 
6 David Harris, ‘Not Above Politics: Housing Reform in Melbourne 1910-29’, in Renate Howe (ed), 
New Houses for Old: Fifty Years of Public Housing in Victoria 1938-1988, Ministry of Housing and 
Construction, Melbourne, 1988, pp.1-19, pp.17-18. 
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forces following the First World War and as some recompense for military 

service.7  The housing shortage in Australia was viewed as a national 

problem that was aggravated by the cessation in building due to the 

increased cost of building materials.8  Debate on the War Services Homes 

Bill also contemplated the Bill’s principles being extended to ‘all classes of 

people’.9 

 
Table 3: Time line of government sponsored housing assistance10 
Timeframe Assistance provided 
1890s Banking institutions established by governments to make advances on farming 

properties.  The terms of reference for what became State Savings Banks were 
extended in some cases to include home purchase. 

1910-1920 Concentration by Commonwealth and States on assisting home ownership 
through government banks providing credit foncier loans 

1909 Queensland 
1910 South Australia 
1912 Western Australia 

New South Wales 
1914 Victoria 
1919 Tasmania 

Commonwealth 
1910 Queensland Worker’s Dwellings Board established to administer the Workers’ 

Dwelling Scheme – initially a 20 year loan at 5% up to $600 maximum with 
purchaser’s own land providing the deposit.  

1912 Western Australia established a Workers’ Home Board to build and sell 
workers’ dwellings 

1912 New South Wales passed the New South Wales Housing Act to set up a 
Housing Board which constructed a rental housing project developed on 
‘Garden City’ lines – the Dacey Garden Suburb. 

1912 In New South Wales Professor Irvine reported on housing conditions in 
Sydney condemning overcrowded, squalid housing with few amenities. 

1913 In Victoria a Select Committee reported that housing was disgraceful and a 
menace to the health of the community at large. 

1919 Commonwealth established the War Service Homes Commission to operate a 
home purchase scheme (loan limit to $1,400 at 5% interest over up to 37 years) 
for members of the armed forces who had served overseas.  

1924 New South Wales Housing Board abolished. 
1928 Commonwealth Housing Act passed to empower the Commonwealth Bank to 

make advances to State or local authorities, and also make direct loans, for 
home purchase.  Loans were for up to $3,200 to applicants with income of less 
than $24 a week. 

Depression 
period 

New South Wales established a Homes for Unemployed Trust by producing 
basic dwellings or providing materials for people to build a house themselves 
on land they had. 
Also fostered terminating building societies to promote home ownership 
amongst working-class families. 

                                                 
7 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Final Report from the Joint Committee of Public 
Accounts upon the War Service Homes Commission, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 
Melbourne, 1922, p.3. 
8 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia 
Hansard (Commonwealth Hansard), Senate, Senator Millen, Second Reading of the War Services 
Homes Bill, 12 December 1918, p.9111. 
9 Ibid, p.9124. 
10 Developed from information in Ronald Mendelsohn, The Condition of the People: Social Welfare in 
Australia 1900-1975, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1979, pp.263-279.  Mendelsohn converted the original 
Australian pound currency to contemporary Australian dollars, using the conversion rate of one pound 
to two dollars. 
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The last South Australian Government Resident noted that the transfer to the 

Commonwealth would remove the Territory from the terms of the South 

Australian Advances to Settlers Act, which was seen as aiding ‘settlement of 

an agricultural population’.11  In Administrator Gilruth’s first report detailed 

information was provided on removal of sections of Darwin’s Chinatown at 

the same time as it was noted that newly arrived Europeans lived there 

owing to difficulty in finding accommodation.12  In 1915 the Northern 

Territory Times and Gazette claimed that the shortage of housing for new 

arrivals in Darwin ‘was a great drawback to the progress and stability of the 

town.’13  In 1919 the paper stated that the housing shortage in Darwin was 

most profoundly felt by the ‘working classes’ living in ‘humpies’ in the area 

surrounding Police Paddock and Parap.14 

 

Early in 1915 the Administrator wrote to the Minister to recommend a 

private contractor’s proposal to build a ‘bungalow’ or boarding house 

accommodation for single working men in Darwin.15  Due to reports of 50 

men lacking proper accommodation, the Administrator recommended the 

erection of tents on the Esplanade.  The Amalgamated Society of Carpenters 

in Darwin also telegrammed the Minister for External Affairs seeking 

Government assistance to provide quarters for 100 men ‘sleeping on 

footpaths’.16  In light of deciding against building a proposed boarding 

house, an offer was made to advance building materials to a value of £500 to 

the contractor. This was subsequently declined and the contractor withdrew 

his offer in April 1915.17 

 

                                                 
11 Parliament, Report of the Government Resident 1910, p.5. 
12 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the Administrator for the Year 1913, 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1914, pp.39-40. 
13 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 15 April 1915. 
14 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 22 November 1919. 
15 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum, 20 February 
1915. 
16 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., 27 February 1915. 
17 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Minister from 
Administrator, 19 April 1915. 
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Local information on housing conditions in Darwin in 1915 highlighted that 

the government sponsored boarding houses and hotels were overcrowded.  

However owing to lack of development plans that would provide 

employment, it was doubted that the overcrowding would continue.  The 

major employer in Darwin outside the Commonwealth, Vesteys meat works, 

was making arrangements to house its workers.  In addition the 100 men 

building the road to the meat works’ site at Bullocky Point had not used a 

provided camping area.18  It was therefore felt that the Australian Workers’ 

Union’s claims were unjustified.  In June 1915 in response to a question 

about insufficient accommodation, the Minister for External Affairs 

acknowledged an increased housing demand in Darwin due to the growth of 

the ‘working population’.19  Soon after this exchange in parliament a 

Northern Territory Workers’ Political Organisation deputation met the 

Administrator to seek government assistance to build houses.20  Gilruth was 

wary due to earlier experiences of building housing subsequently left vacant 

for extended periods.  He encouraged the deputation to forward a circulating 

petition for advances to workers to build their own homes.  On hearing that 

families were camped at Railway Yard in large drain pipes, he arranged for 

one section of the Immigrants’ Home at Salonika, leased by Vesteys, to be 

made available to the campers.  No campers made use of it as it was too far 

from the men’s work and they stated they were more comfortable in their 

tents.  The Northern Territory Workers’ Political Organisation’s Secretary 

wrote to the Minister requesting loans to Northern Territory workers to 

assist them to build homes, in a similar way to that provided by Workers’ 

Dwellings Acts in Queensland and Western Australia.21 

 

                                                 
18 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Superintendent of Buildings 
to the Administrator, 16 April 1915. 
19 Parliament of Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives Hansard, 3 June 1915, copy on 
NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T. 
20 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Administrator to Secretary 
Department of External Affairs, 6 July 1915. 
21 NAA A1 Canberra 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., R.M.Balding to Minister for 
External Affairs, 7 July 1915. 
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Picture 20. Immigrants’ Home, PH0110/362 Roderick Collection, NTLIS 

 
The calls for government assistance for worker housing came following the 

introduction of like legislation in the Western Australia, South Australia and 

Queensland.  The legislation enabled advances to be made to people of 

‘limited means’ to build housing to a modest level with loans administered 

through a government board, or in the case of South Australia through the 

State Bank.22  The Western Australian Act also empowered the board to 

build, rent and sell workers’ dwellings.  It was noted on Department of 

External Affairs’ draft correspondence to seek financial commitment that the 

scheme would be advantageous to the Territory’s development.23  However 

the financial viability of any home loan scheme was the main consideration, 

and it was noted that all state schemes showed increasing profits.  There is 

no evidence to show that comparisons were made between the level of 

demand in the states and what could be expected in the Northern Territory, 

even purely on population numbers. 

 

The final recommendation to the Minister balanced the recent evidence of 

increased ‘white population’, and therefore demand for reasonable housing 

in Darwin, the recommendations of the Administrator, the advice from the 

Superintendent of Works that the demand would not continue and requests 

made directly to the Secretary of the Department by Darwin residents for 

                                                 
22 NAA A1 Canberra 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Draft memorandums August 
1915. 
23 NAA A1 Canberra 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Draft letter to the Secretary to 
the Treasury, undated. 
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assistance in both renting and building housing.24  It was acknowledged that 

Vesteys employee housing construction would lessen demand but it was 

maintained that enough need would remain for a workers housing loan 

scheme.25 

 

 
Picture 21. Vesteys meat works under construction also showing some workers’ 
temporary housing in right foreground,  PH0135/0069 Lister Collection, NTLIS. 

 

As most residents expressed preference for building their own homes, the 

preferred scheme was that operating in Queensland of advances to land 

owners to build family homes.  The following proviso, however, was made: 

Owing to the fact than many of the inhabitants of Darwin are 
single men or else married men who have no intention of 
remaining permanently in the Territory, it is suggested that the 
conditions for the first few years…should not be on quite so 
liberal a scale as those in the more settled communities of the 
States.26 

 

In approving the recommended scheme the Minister urged that: 

Extreme caution needs to be observed in working this scheme.  
Evidence absolutely satisfactory…should be forthcoming that 
applicant intends to be a permanent resident before any advance 
is made.  In view of the high wages now paid in Darwin, the  
Adm should give preference in making any advance to workers 
who are prepared to pay a portion of the cost of erecting a 
home.27 

 

The Department of the Treasury approved advances to an annual limit of 

£20,000 in January 1916 and suggested that the Government prepare house 

                                                 
24 NAA Canberra A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum for the 
Minister, 23 November 1915. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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plans for applicants’ choice, as in Queensland.28  The Treasury approval was 

forwarded to the Attorney-General’s Department for preparation of a draft 

Ordinance in February 1916. 

 

In July 1916 the Administrator wrote to the Secretary forwarding a recent 

resolution passed by the Darwin Town Council seeking the introduction of 

legislation ‘at the earliest possible moment’ to enable Darwin people access 

to the principles of ‘Workers Homes Acts’.29  A month later the 

Administrator followed up this letter by telegram stating that the Darwin 

Town Council were ‘very anxious’ for information on the matter.30  The 

initial draft Ordinance was forwarded from the Attorney-General’s 

Department in early November 1916 along with recommendations for 

changes.31  One recommendation was to allow for the annual provision of 

funding to be through the annual Loan Bill, instead of debentures, owing to 

the relatively small amount of money involved.  The other recommendation 

was to ensure that those holding perpetual leases could access the 

Ordinance’s provisions. 

 

Consultation between the Administrator and the Department of External 

Affairs then occurred over the provisions of the draft Ordinance.  In August 

1917 a question was asked in Parliament about what had become of the 

suggested Ordinance.32  The Minister’s response suggested some re-

consideration of the Ordinance’s provisions: 

Inquiries are being made as to the necessity for passing 
ordinance on the lines of the Queensland Act, which make 
provision for grants to workmen for the construction of 
dwellings.  The inquiries are as to the extent to which men 
really desire assistance of the kind…33 

 

                                                 
28 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Department of Treasury 
Minute, 25 January 1916. 
29 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter from Administrator, 6 
July 1916. 
30 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
External Affairs, 30 August 1916. 
31 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Attorney-General’s 
Department Minute, 3 November 1916. 
32 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives Hansard, 1 August 1917, 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1917. 
33 Ibid. 
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The question at least served as a reminder within the Department as to the 

current status of the Ordinance.  After a flurry of telegrams between 

Melbourne and Darwin it was determined the draft Ordinance remained at 

the Attorney-General’s Department.  A letter from the Secretary of the 

Department of Homes and Territories to the Secretary of Attorney-General’s 

Department towards the end of September followed up earlier reminders and 

requests for the final Ordinance.34  The letter included mention that the 

Minister considered the matter of utmost importance to the welfare of 

Northern Territory residents and that Justice Powers, in deciding a living 

wage for Darwin workers, had commented severely on the inadequacy of 

living arrangements in the Territory.35  Early in October a telegram from the 

Administrator to the Secretary of Homes and Territories advised of a 

petition signed by 172 men in need of housing.  Gilruth pointed out the 

realities of another year lost to improve the housing situation: 

Timber iron both practically unobtainable here now and even 
were ordinance passed immediately see little possibility many 
houses being erected before wet season…freezing works 
approach completion carpenters plumbers will leave whereas if 
ordinance passed and buildings likely erected probably 
sufficient remain undertake work.36 

 
 

 
Picture 22.  A section of the men’s quarters at Vesteys Meat Works,  PH0155/0069 
Brown Collection, NTLIS. 

 

                                                 
34 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter from Secretary, 26 
September 1917. 
35 Ibid. 
36 NAA A1 Canberra  1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
Homes & Territories, 11 October 1917. 
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The reply telegram passed on a promise from the Attorney-General’s 

Department of the Ordinance’s availability and requesting funds needed for 

current year but mentioned that Treasury may not agree to funds due to 

‘financial stress’.37  The Administrator’s response suggests that the 

Department remind Treasury of the Northern Territory’s ability to borrow up 

to £3,000 from the Hotels Trust Fund, which was established as a reserve for 

insurance purposes.38   

 

An amended draft Ordinance was forwarded by the Attorney-General’s 

Department to the Secretary of the Department of Homes and Territories at 

the end of October 1917.  The changes previously discussed were included 

in this draft.  Treasury’s agreement was then sought for funds and included 

mention of Gilruth’s suggestion that available funds be borrowed from the 

Hotels Trust Fund, if necessary.39  Initial Treasury responses show that 

advances would need to be sought through Parliament as stipulated in the 

draft Ordinance.  Gilruth re-doubled his effort, arguing that it seemed 

reasonable that profits from government funded hotels be invested locally.  

He further reminded the Department that the original draft ordinance 

provided for raising debentures to fund making loans for worker’s housing.40  

Late in February 1918 Treasury advised the Secretary of the Department of 

Home and Territories that approval of funds for proposed workmen’s 

dwellings in the Northern Territory was in effect an alteration to approved 

estimated expenditure and would require Cabinet approval.41  It was now 

over two and a half years since the initial recommendation that government 

assistance be provided to assist workers to settle permanently in Darwin.  

Although now having a draft Ordinance ready for consideration in 

Parliament, even if passed it would not assist in improving housing as 

                                                 
37 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Administrator, 
12 October 1917. 
38 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
Homes & Territories, 24 October 1917. 
39 NAA Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Secretary to 
Treasury, 1 December 1917. 
40 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
Homes & Territories, 5 December 1917. 
41 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Secretary Homes & 
Territories, 20 February 1918. 
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funding for the Ordinance had not been included in the Estimates.  Further 

doubt about the Ordinance, however, came from a closer source than 

Melbourne 

 

Early in 1918 the Superintendent of the Public Works Department in Darwin 

advised the Administrator on earlier efforts to alleviate the housing shortage 

(in 1915) in response to another article in the Northern Territory Times and 

Gazette about the housing shortage. 42  The article asserted that if homes 

were made available for 50 married men employed in Darwin, they would 

bring their families to settle there.43  In so doing, doubt was raised about the 

policy of the Ordinance as it was ‘debatable whether the demand for houses 

in Darwin for married people is so great as the paper makes out.’  The 

Northern Territory Administration’s attempts to improve housing in Darwin 

over three years included construction of hotels and boarding houses, 

providing building materials at low rates, developing town land and making 

22 recently built staff houses available to those outside government 

employment.  The Superintendent queried whether men who lived in single 

accommodation would ever bring their families to Darwin and noted that 

less than a dozen people had secured town land or building materials.  It was 

further noted that while the Administration had built 22 houses, only 15 new 

houses had been built privately in the previous seven years.44 

 

Seeing no other way around gaining funds for the Ordinance, and after 

officially being advised by the Assistant Secretary of the Treasury that there 

was no statutory authority for using the funds as suggested by him, Gilruth 

requested that the draft Ordinance be amended to allow the Hotels Trust 

Fund to lend the Workmen’s Dwelling Board profits from the Fund.45  In 

January 1919, now four years after direct attempts commenced to improve 

housing in Darwin, and after being advised by the Attorney-Generals’ 

Department that Treasury considered the use of approved funds for one 
                                                 
42 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum for the 
Administrator,  20 February 1918.   
43 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 16 February 1918. 
44 Ibid. 
45 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum from 
Administrator, 25 September 1918. 



 105 

purpose being diverted for another use illegal, the Secretary wrote to the 

Secretary of the Treasury.  In this letter it was strongly stated that there was 

an urgent need to relieve unsatisfactory housing conditions and sought 

£5,000 to be made available somehow: 

The Territory is the only part of Australia where workmen 
cannot get assistance from the Government towards building 
houses, and it is specially important in the interests of 
development that men should be encouraged to settle there with 
their wives and families and by investing their savings in a 
house acquire a permanent stake in the country.46 

 

Treasury approved that £5,000 be placed in the estimates for advances to 

workmen to build houses.47  The Department then moved to finalise the draft 

Ordinance with the Attorney-General’s Department before seeking 

Ministerial approval.  The Governor-General approved the legislation on 30 

April 1919.48  The Ordinance was presented in the House of Representatives 

two months later,49 the time difference perhaps in part caused by an 

embarrassing duplication of gazette numbers requiring re-gazettal of the 

Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance.50  The forwarding of copies of the 

Ordinance to the Government Secretary in Darwin was accompanied by a 

reminder that the Ordinance ‘shall commence on a day to be fixed by the 

Minister by notice in the Gazette.’51  This vital step to allow the Ordinance 

to come into effect after four years of concentrated effort never occurred. 

 

Two important, interconnected events occurred as the Ordinance was 

lurching towards finalisation.  Both had considerable impact on the lack of 

its commencement.  The first was the ‘Darwin Rebellion’ when simmering 

dissatisfaction with the Administrator’s management of the Territory 

contributed to by the removal of Northern Territory residents’ franchise 

                                                 
46 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Secretary of the 
Treasury, 20 January 1919. 
47 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Secretary Homes & 
Territories, 7 February 1919. 
48 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Minute Paper for the 
Executive Council, 30 April 1919. 
49 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives Hansard, 25 July 1919, 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne. 
50 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Minute to Secretary Prime 
Minister’s Department, 1 May 1919. 
51 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum from the 
Chief Clerk, 14 May 1919. 



 106 

culminated in a riot in mid-December 1918 in Darwin.52  The Hughes 

Government recalled Gilruth as Administrator in February 1919.53  The 

other event was that the Vesteys’ meat works final season was in 1919.  At 

the end of the season the principal employment in Darwin was closed, never 

to effectively re-open.  This meant that over 200 men who were unemployed 

and without income were paid to leave Darwin.54  Against this backdrop of 

the cost of another Territory economic failure55 and the loss of a substantial 

section of the Darwin population, the Department of Homes and Territories 

considered amending the Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance to allow workers 

to buy existing dwellings.56  However the uppermost issue to be 

reconsidered in the amended Ordinance was the power of the Administrator 

in its administration. 

 

Examination of the approved Ordinance was undertaken by the fledgling 

Northern Territory Council of Advice, appointed late in 1919 to advise on 

the administration of Northern Territory affairs in the absence of an 

Administrator.57  The Secretary of the Department of Home and Territories’ 

handwritten notes late in January show that uncertainty about the 

Government’s Northern Territory policy also caused delay.58  The 

substantive amendments replaced the Administrator with the Minister to 

appoint the Workmen’s Dwelling Board and replaced the Administrator with 

the Board to make regulations in administering the Ordinance.59  At this 

time the papers relating to the Ordinance were forwarded to the Northern 

                                                 
52 Powell attributes the term ‘Darwin Rebellion’ to Jensen who likened the riot to the Rum Rebellion; 
see H.I. Jensen, ‘The Darwin Rebellion’, in Labour History, November 1966 cited in Far Country, 
pp.156-9.  For detailed discussion of the causes of the unrest see Bernie Brian, ‘The Northern 
Territory’s One Big Union: The Rise and Fall of the North Australian Workers Union 1911-1972’, 
unpublished PhD thesis, Northern Territory University, Darwin, 2001. 
53 Powell, Far Country, p.159. 
54 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia Report of the Administrator of the Northern Territory 
for 1920, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Melbourne, 1921, p.4. 
55 Mettam states that the ‘total cost to the Commonwealth of complying with all the provisions of the 
agreement [with Vesteys] exceeded 560,000 pounds.’ ‘Central Administration’, p.152. 
56 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Note of extract from letter, 8 
September 1919. 
57 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Homes & Territories internal 
memorandums, 16 January, 17 August 1920. 
58 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Noted on Homes & 
Territories internal memorandum, 16 January 1920. 
59 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Draft Ordinance to amend 
the Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance 1919, 20 February 1920. 
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Territory Royal Commission until August 1920 when instruction was sought 

about issuing the amended Ordinance and proclamation of date of 

commencement of the original.60   It was also noted at this time that there 

was a newspaper report that ‘there are many empty houses in Darwin...’61  

The Acting Administrator’s telegrammed response stated that four cottages 

were vacant in Darwin and that there were other vacant houses due to the 

closure of the meatworks.62  The Secretary of the Department noted on this 

telegram that the Minister saw the message and that no action in regard to 

the Ordinance would occur ‘for present’. 

 

In March 1921 the Audit Office found that the Ordinance had not been 

proclaimed and urged a backdated proclamation to cover one payment made 

under its auspices.63  The Department moved quickly to remedy the situation 

and the late proclamation was recommended to cover the one advance made 

under the Ordinance, of £300.64  In May the Secretary of the Department 

wrote to the Secretary of the Treasury advising that the Ordinance had never 

commenced and that therefore expenditure of £300 was not covered by any 

Ordinance.65  The closure of Vesteys and a less acute housing problem were 

given as reasons for not proclaiming the Ordinance and to prepare the 

itemised expenditure in the Estimates.66  In September 1925 the Attorney-

General’s Department was formally advised that it was not intended to 

proceed with the Ordinance.67  A letter requesting advice from the Crown 

Solicitor about the deed of mortgage for the one advance made under the 

Ordinance clarifies the reasoning on the non-proclamation of the legislation: 

                                                 
60 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Homes & Territories internal 
memorandum, 17 August 1920. 
61 Ibid. 
62 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
Homes & Territories, 30 September 1920. 
63 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Telegram to Secretary 
Homes & Territories, 11 March 1921.  The funds used for this advance was from the Hotel Trust 
Account; Noted on file that £1,000 transferred by Treasury on or about 25 October 1919. 
64 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Homes & Territories internal 
memorandum , 18 April 1921. 
65 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter, 4 May 1921.  Also 
covered on NAA A1 1935/666  Funds Available under the Workers Dwelling Ordinance – McMillan – 
Mortgage Validating Ordinance. 
66 Ibid. 
67 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter to Secretary Attorney-
General’s, 7 September 1925. 
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…the main reason for not proclaiming the commencement of 
the Ordinance was Messrs. Vestey Brothers ceased operations 
at Darwin soon after the Ordinance was notified, and the 
scarcity of houses became less evident.  There was then 
considered to be sufficient housing accommodation available 
without making provision for advances for the building of new 
dwellings.  In view of the present conditions of affairs at 
Darwin, there is still less reason for commencing the 
Ordinance.68  

 

Calls for the Ordinance’s proclamation were made by the Chief Medical 

Officer, Dr. Cecil Cook, in 1927 when he argued for a workers dwelling 

Ordinance:69 

On my assuming office here, I had 18 buildings in the locality 
known as Greek Town, condemned as unfit for human 
habitation…Many other premises, particularly in the Police 
Paddock, fall hopelessly short of sanitation requirements.  
Whilst it is true that a large number of these premises are 
occupied under favour of the Department of Health by indigent 
Asiatics, it is a fact that their falling vacant, has in the past been 
a temptation to persons in employment, to avail themselves of 
the opportunity for cheap housing – the buildings being 
purchased for a small sum and the tenure acquired rate free.  In 
consequence, there are several such premises occupied by 
persons in receipt of wages sufficient to warrant their building 
adequate accommodation for themselves and paying rates to the 
Town Council.70 

 

 

 
Picture 23.  Hut in workers’ camp at Frog’s Hollow, PH0169/0070 Clancy Collection, 
NTLIS. 

 

                                                 
68 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/666  Funds Available under the Workers Dwelling Ordinance – McMillan 
– Mortgage Validating Ordinance, Letter from Secretary Homes & Territories, 13 December 1921. 
69 NAA  Canberra  A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum to 
Government Resident. 24 June 1927. 
70 Ibid. 
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At around the same time as Cook’s recommendations there was a request to 

build a house under similar lines to the Workmen’s Dwelling Ordinance.71  

The advice argued that there was no evidence of a housing shortage or that 

those people whom Cook would like to see improve their housing would use 

the Ordinance.72  For these reasons and that there were insufficient funds 

available for the purpose and no provision in the next year’s estimates, the 

Ordinance was again not proclaimed.73  The Chief Medical Officer again 

sought to raise the issue of assistance to residents to build houses in 1935: 

The instability of the local population and the lack of civic 
sense is largely attributable to the fact that the bulk of the 
population has consisted of adult unmarried males who have 
been content to live under the most degrading, insanitary 
conditions with consequent rapid deterioration, moral, physical, 
social and economic.74 

 

Forwarding Cook’s recommendation, the Administrator disagreed with some 

of what was set out but recommended Commonwealth assistance with 

housing in the Northern Territory through either ‘the enacting of the 

Workers Dwelling Ordinance, or a statutory rule applying the 

Commonwealth Housing Scheme…’.75  The Administrator, however, cast 

doubt about the desire of the ‘flotsam and jetsam of the northern towns’ to 

be ‘uplifted’ by improving their housing and expressed concern about the 

possibility of a financial loss to the Commonwealth.76  Workers continued to 

have a different view.  In 1938 a union deputation raised a series of issues 

with the incoming Minister, John McEwen, which included assistance in the 

erection of worker’s dwellings.  McEwen’s response was to ‘hope’ that it 

would be possible to arrange the assistance sought.77  The Workmen’s 

                                                 
71 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter of acknowledgement to Mr 
Robert Parker, 15 July 1927. 
72 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum, 7 December 1927. 
73 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter from Secretary, 23 December 
1927. 
74 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum to Administrator, 4 
December 1935. 
75 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Memorandum to Secretary Department 
of the Interior, 10 December 1935. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Northern Standard, 23 August 1938. 
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Dwelling Ordinance was repealed in 1959 in an amendment to the Housing 

Ordinance that provided for the Northern Territory Housing Commission.78   

 

Elsewhere in Australia from the early twentieth century steps were taken 

to assist workers to build homes.  This encouraged building and 

associated industries, added income to the states and helped to stabilise 

societies emerging from colonial administration.  In the Northern 

Territory, the small size of the European population, lack of any viable 

industry and political influence combined to frustrate any local ambition 

to improve living conditions.  At the height of construction work 

associated with the meat works, it was readily argued that 200 families 

needed to be better housed.  However few owned land or held town 

leases for land on which to build.  There is also no evidence to show that 

the living conditions of longer term Darwin residents who may have held 

town leases were ever really considered in the approval for the 

Ordinance. 

 

File documentation demonstrates that there was already some level of 

feeling in the Commonwealth bureaucracy that Darwin was home to what 

was described as ‘the flotsam and jetsam’ of ‘misfits’ attracted to the 

Northern Territory.  Irrespective of opinions of the issues surrounding the 

Darwin Rebellion, the workers’ actions would have only added to the 

view of Territory residents being somehow undeserving.  The concerted 

effort by Administrator Gilruth and some senior bureaucrats in Darwin to 

introduce a workers’ housing scheme was indicative of the dilemmas in 

improving living conditions.  It appears to have been well understood that 

it was essential to increasing the Territory’s population to improve 

conditions.  By subsidising housing from the outset, stimulus could have 

been provided to local industries and thereby increase and stabilise the 

population. 

 

                                                 
78 NAA A1 1935/12311  Workmens Dwelling Ordinance N.T., Letter from Secretary to Administrator, 
30 April 1959. 
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Perhaps the biggest impact of the abortive attempt to commence a 

housing scheme for non-government workers was a widely held belief 

that makeshift housing was good enough in the Northern Territory.  The 

already well-known history of debts and unsuccessful economic 

enterprises meant that the Territory was a political embarrassment which 

no state was keen to see further funding disappear into.  Until there were 

reasons for that to be otherwise, and consistent, strong political advocacy 

for it, poor living conditions remained synonymous with the Northern 

Territory. 
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Conclusion 
 

Oscar was soon moved to consider quitting the rather poor 
bachelor-quarters in which they had been placed and taking a 
bungalow such as married officers occupied, with a view not 
nearly so much to making himself more comfortable as to 
advancing himself socially and in the Service by getting into a 
position in which he could entertain his superiors as they now 
condescended to entertain him.1 

 
 

The adventurous few whites who came to the Northern Territory presented 

themselves as living in a colonial society on the Australian nation’s frontier.  

So conceived, the Northern Territory was an unsettled, empty land – either 

ripe for development or a sink of dreams and grandiose schemes.  The 

Territory was outside known processes for improvement that would 

encourage non-Indigenous settlement.  Agricultural or plantation endeavours 

did not produce profitable crops.  Mining was too small scale to provide 

ongoing reliable income.  Pastoralists produced too few cattle and could not, 

without public assistance, overcome the impact of long distances and poor 

communication that hindered cattle marketing.  The  South Australian plan 

to develop the Territory through land grants incurred a large debt, which 

underlay subsequent, half-hearted development attempts. 

 

Establishment of the Commonwealth’s Northern Territory was closely 

bound up with the newly federated nation’s prevailing ideals.  However, at 

the same time, ideas about tropical colonies strongly influenced practical 

Territory development measures.  There was little appreciation of the 

Territory’s intrinsic difference – a tropical frontier certainly, but one without 

a substantial white population, no viable industries and large debts against 

which successive administrations struggled.  Unlike the states, there were no 

large loans financed through British banks, which meant that there were no 

large infrastructure projects.  The one exception, Vesteys meat works, was a 

privately funded project ending in considerable loss to the company.  Little 

wonder then that living conditions were poor for all except senior public 

                                                 
1 Xavier Herbert, Capricornia, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, (1951) 1977, p.9. 
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servants.  Ideas linking poor housing with the remaining ‘unsettled’ northern 

society and the absence of non-Indigenous women and families provided the 

rationale for improving living conditions.  The largest population group, the 

Aboriginal peoples of the Northern Territory, prior to white settlement 

travelled across their clan lands, making full use of resources.  More 

permanent settled living meant adaptation to a semi-sedentary existence and 

increasing reliance on and accommodations with the colonial society.  

Where pastoral stations consumed food resources and water, Aborigines 

increasingly relied on rations and waged employment applying shelter 

building skills to available materials. 

 

One of the Commonwealth’s few published plans for its newly transferred 

territory was to make it a place where white families would want to live.  

The nation building ethos surrounding the White Australia policy and the 

Northern Territory’s economic development meant that settlers had to be 

industrious and resourceful white men who would at some stage start 

families.  The debt incurred by the Commonwealth with the Territory’s 

transfer and the economic failure of early development schemes meant that 

few resources were invested in the Territory’s social infrastructure.  The few 

exceptions were government staff housing, the building of two meagre 

institutions for Aborigines and Aboriginal children of mixed descent and a 

small housing scheme in Darwin for selected Aboriginal families of mixed 

descent.  The relative funding priority of these three is demonstrated, in 

addition to financial reality, in their reported appearance and in the 

residents’ memories.  The concerted effort by Administrator Gilruth and 

some senior bureaucrats to introduce a workers’ housing scheme was 

indicative of the dilemmas in improving living conditions. 

 

It appears to have been well understood that it was fundamental to 

increasing the Territory’s population to improve conditions.  However it was 

little understood that subsidising housing at the outset could have provided 

the stimulus to local industries and helped to increase the population.  

Similar schemes had certainly contributed to providing that base to colonial 

societies elsewhere in Australia.  It is debatable whether the members of the 
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Commonwealth bureaucracy with the task of administering the Territory 

were even aware of the various housing schemes in their home states and 

therefore of the effect of the absence of any such schemes in the Northern 

Territory.  Southern-based public servants could not usually countenance the 

reality of living and working on the ‘frontier’, or of ways to bring the 

Territory into the federation.  The control maintained by the central offices 

of the many departments that had offices in the Territory ensured that the its 

difference contributed to the developing notion of its being ‘outside’ the 

Australian nation.  There was therefore little interest in improving outsiders’ 

living conditions. 
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PART TWO 

Civilising 
 
 
 
 

 
Picture 24.  Aboriginal living quarters at Waterloo Station 1934, 2004/00263918, 
M4435/562, NAA. 
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Introduction 
 

In spite of its tropical surroundings and the bungalow nature of 
the houses there was a faint suggestion of an English suburb in 
Alice Springs…There were houses standing each in a small 
garden fenced around or bordered by a hedge for privacy; the 
streets were laid out in the way of English streets with shade 
trees planted along the kerbs.1 

 
 

Many published recollections of lives spent in the Northern Territory 

proudly refer to being resident there prior to it becoming ‘civilised’.2  The 

dominant national societal ideal had become a family home and garden, 

situated in a tree-lined street, surrounded by ordered open space, 

community facilities and a system of roads.3  Land settlement 

exemplified by cultivated and productive use of land was a strong 

precursor to civilisation.4  These social and physical entities were not 

readily recognisable in the Northern Territory prior to the Second World 

War.  Other writers explore the links between ideas about race and class 

to ultimately ‘civilise’ Indigenous peoples.5  The official government 

view for Aborigines became that 'the blessings of civilisation are worth 

having.'6  The ‘civilising’ of Australia’s Indigenous peoples was 

synonymous with concepts of cultural assimilation. 

 

When the national travel magazine Walkabout was established in 1934, 

two dominant and seemingly competing themes were used in it to 
                                                 
1 Nevil Shute, A Town Like Alice, Pan in association with William Heinemann, London, (1950) 1961, 
pp.160-1. 
2 One example is Alexander, The Rain Bird. 
3 Robert Freestone, ‘Garden City Movement’, Aitken & Looker (eds) The Oxford Companion to 
Australian Gardens, pp.246-7. 
4 Griffiths, Hunter and Collectors, pp.123-5, 133-5. 
5 These are many and varied, however those instrumental to this argument include: Attwood, Rights for 
Aborigines; Greg Dening, Performances, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1996;  John 
Gascoigne, The Enlightenment and the Origins of European Australia, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 2002;  Rosalind Kidd, The Way We Civilise: Aboriginal Affairs – the untold story, 
University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1997;  Markus, Governing Savages; Nisbet, Social Change 
and Histor; W.E.H. Stanner, ‘Australia and Racialism’, F.S. Stevens (ed) The Australian Experience,  
Australia and New Zealand Book Company, Sydney, 1971, pp.7-14;  Frank Stevens, The Politics of 
Prejudice, Alternative Publishing Co-operative Limited, Sydney, 1980;  Sharman N. Stone (ed) 
Aborigines in White Australia: A Documentary History of the Attitudes Affecting Official Policy and 
the Australian Aborigine, 1697-1973, Heineman Educational, Melbourne, 1974;  Twomey, ‘Vagrancy, 
Indolence and Ignorance’.   
6 Paul Hasluck, ‘The Native Welfare Conference 1951’, Hasluck, Native Welfare in Australia, pp.13-9. 
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represent the nation. One the one hand, Australia was a pioneering 

country overcoming the uncivilised frontier, while on the other the 

‘outback’ was increasingly romanticised.7  Richard Nile also argues that 

the ‘Australian Civilisation’ represented in literature was inherently a 

contradiction.8  Within these themes the Northern Territory was presented 

as having an uncultivated landscape, rudimentary and unplanned towns 

and a large population of ‘natives’, who lacked the prerequisite for 

civilisation, an orderly, civil society.9  Wedded to this was that the 

Territory by the 1930s was a predominately non-white, ‘poly-ethnic 

society’,10 providing further proof of the continuing need for 

improvement in the ‘civilising process’.11 

 

The idea of improvement along a continuum towards civilisation had its 

roots in ‘social Darwinism’ – the melding of evolutionary theory and 

ideas of progress.  This continuum placed Aboriginal societies at the 

extreme end from which they could only progress or become extinct.12  

Overcoming nature through land cultivation, represented through 

economic and socio-political order, was also a key outward sign of 

civilisation attributed to pervasive ideas of progress late in the nineteenth 

century.13  These ideas and their categorisation of Aborigines and 

uncultivated land as the antithesis of Australian civilisation became 

‘ideological cornerstones’ for government economic and social policies.14 

 

Emphasis on gaining economic returns from land, education and the 

application of science were also ‘steps’ towards social development that 

can be traced to the adoption of Scottish Enlightenment ‘stadial models of 

                                                 
7 Griffiths, Hunter and Collectors, p.177-9. 
8 Richard Nile ‘Civilisation’, Richard Nile (ed) The Australian Legend and Its Discontents, University 
of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 2000, pp.42-58, p.42. 
9 Nile, ‘Civilisation’, pp.44-5; Griffiths, Hunter and Collectors, pp.134, 188. 
10 Regina Ganter, ‘The View from the North’, in Martyn Lyons & Penny Russell (eds) Australia’s 
History: Themes and Debates, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2005, pp.41-62, pp.55-6; 
also in Mixed Relations. 
11 Nile, ‘Civilisation’, pp.44-5. 
12 Griffiths, Hunter and Collectors, p.10. 
13 Griffiths, Hunter and Collectors, pp.11-2. 
14 Geoffrey Stokes uses this phrase to argue in respect of the impact of European conceptions for 
Aboriginal identity: ‘Citizenship and Aboriginality: Two Conceptions of Identity in Aboriginal 
Political Thought’, Stokes (ed) The Politics of Identity, pp.158-171, pp.158-9. 
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human development.’15  The almost constant stream of government 

reports and governments seeking expert advice during the inter-war years 

and again during and immediately after the Second World War were all 

predicated on the Territory’s social development.  Throughout the 1930s, 

the Northern Territory’s Chief Protector of Aboriginals espoused the 

virtues of settled farming life, or industrial villages, as ways to transform 

Aborigines into becoming civilised.16  In Cook’s view, the key features to 

be overcome in progress to Aborigines’ civilised living were their 

perceived nomadic lifestyle, lack of education and employability, and 

unsanitary living arrangements. 

 

Part Organisation 

 

This Part examines the role of moves to improve Northern Territory 

social conditions over a 20 year period from the mid 1930s to the early 

1950s.  The period examined is noted for the development of, and first 

public statements on, the policy of Aboriginal cultural assimilation.  

Perhaps less well accepted is that the sporadic moves to improve living 

conditions for the non-Indigenous population of the Territory were also 

premised on themes inherent within the ‘civilising process’.  The impact 

of changing scientific and anthropological views on government policies 

is examined for evidence of existing and changing living conditions from 

the 1930s through the Second World War and the post-war austerity.  

Closer scrutiny of examples of the ‘civilising process’ as applied to 

Aborigines and Aboriginal people of mixed descent are included together 

with the introduction of the first government home loan legislation. 

 

Chapter One looks at the pervading influences on the Commonwealth’s 

administration of the Northern Territory.  Anthropologists’ emerging role 

in providing ‘expert’ advice to governments and to particular officials 

became an integral feature of policy development for Aborigines in this 

                                                 
15 Gascoigne, The Enlightenment, pp.148-151. 
16 There are many examples of this thinking, but it appears to have been the main purpose underlying 
the establishment of the Bagot Reserve:  NAA  Darwin  F1  1937/159  Transfer of Aboriginal 
Compound – New Aboriginal Compound, Memorandum to the Administrator, 21 February 1936. 
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time.  Economic development reports on the changing national economic 

scene and their impacts for the Northern Territory were also acted on to a 

more limited extent by governments.  The chapter also includes 

examination of national housing action and of the up-take within the 

Northern Territory of programs like War Service Home Loans. 

 

Living conditions for Northern Territory residents are examined in detail 

in Chapter Two.  Housing in the Territory’s towns, missions, pastoral 

stations and in war-time camps is explored to understand the impact of 

the military build-up and government economic and social development 

policies. 

 

Chapter Three looks at the changing conditions for Aborigines of mixed 

descent in and around Darwin and Alice Springs.  Close scrutiny of the 

situation in Alice Springs in particular was important because during part 

of this period the Northern Territory administration was based in the 

town, which also had a large military presence then.  For the first time 

this meant that there was closer scrutiny and contested views about the 

living conditions for Aborigines and those of mixed descent. 

 

In Chapter Four the development of the Northern Territory’s first 

Housing Loan Ordinance is examined, along with housing for 

government officials and Peko Gold Mines’ seeking of housing 

assistance.  With the exception of housing provided at Batchelor for the 

Rum Jungle uranium mine, which is included in Part Three, these 

examples are perhaps the outstanding responses to housing need provided 

for the non-Indigenous population in the 20 years from the mid 1930s.  

The impact of progress associations and unions on the often turgid 

bureaucratic process is also discussed. 

 

Chapter Five examines Aboriginal administrators’ growing recognition of 

the size of Aboriginal housing need and the inadequacy of existing 

administrative processes that prompted exploration of alternatives.  The 

development of the new Darwin Aboriginal compound, that became 
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Bagot Reserve, and initial adoption of pisé building and prefabricated 

huts as alternatives to the Department of Works and Housing construction 

process are examined in detail. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Influences on the administration of the Northern Territory 
 

In the making of a nation each State in Australia created its own 
national assets.  The State built railways and harbours and made roads 
in accordance with a plan that would add to its trade and income.  It is 
hardly reasonable to compare the Northern Territory with wealthy 
States like New South Wales, Queensland and Victoria, but these and 
South and Western Australia and Tasmania had great faith in 
themselves and enthusiasm to encourage every factor that would be of 
use to them…one is forced to the conclusion that the Territory was 
regarded as the ugly duckling.1 

 
 

Interest in the Northern Territory was revived following the Pearce 

Commission into its economic development.2  Nationally from around 

1932 the private sector began slowly recovering from the economic 

depression.  This was mainly due to new investment in manufacturing 

industries and gold mining in Western Australia.  Other than in Western 

Australia, however, in rural areas the Depression continued.  Emphasis on 

the private sector from this time replaced the earlier role of the public 

sector in capital formation.3  In this vein, the Commonwealth sought to 

encourage commercial development and settlement of the pastoral areas 

of the Victoria River District and the Barkly Tableland through chartered 

companies.4  The Second World War highlighted the north’s strategic 

importance and strengthening its economic base as part of future defence 

strategies was advocated after the war.  During the period following the 

war there was increased interest in northern Australia.  This was partly 

due to its role in the war as well as the personal contact of the many 

military personnel stationed in the north.  The national concentration on 

reconstruction and improved living standards may have also re-ignited 

interest in the Territory’s economy.5 

 

                                                 
1 Abbott, Australia’s Frontier Province, p.186. 
2 NAA  Canberra  A1606  S25/1  Northern Territory Development of, Telegrams to and from Prime 
Minister Bruce, December 1927 to January 1928. 
3 W.A. Sinclair, ‘Capital Formation’, Colin Forster, (ed) Australian economic development in the 
twentieth century, Allen & Unwin, London, 1970, pp.11-65; N.G. Butlin, A. Barnard and J.J. Pincus, 
Government and Capitalism, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1982; both cited in Merrett, ‘Capital Markets’, 
p.197. 
4 Prime Minister's Department, Memorandum by the Government of the Commonwealth, p.3. 
5 Courtenay, Northern Australia, p.37. 



 122 

Anthropology had a long-standing influence on the Territory’s 

administration.  In the inter-war period the dominant view of Aborigines 

was of ‘a primitive survival from the stone age’.  While interesting to 

study, their genetic inheritance precluded any advancement to ‘civilised’ 

living.6  The field research of anthropologists like Stanner and Thomson 

became increasingly sought after by governments keen to apply scientific 

rationale to policies.  Civilisation represented by ‘…healthy, pure and 

white, towns’ became incompatible with ‘traditional’ Aboriginal 

societies7 as depicted in anthropological journals like Mankind and 

Oceania.  Alternatively, in Walkabout an Australian heritage enshrined in 

a pastoral idyll was established by overcoming frontier conditions.8  The 

magazine was also attributed with discovering ‘the outback’ and for 

placing it within ‘the popular imagination.’9  Central Australia was 

represented by Walkabout as another land, where ‘tribal’ Aborigines 

lived.  Prior to the Second World War this was a phenomenon not 

experienced by most Australians.10 

 

This Chapter examines influences on the Commonwealth’s Northern 

Territory administration from the mid 1930s to early 1950s.  Uppermost 

amongst these were economic progress ideals, the constraints they placed 

on improved Northern Territory living conditions and the emphasis on 

the emerging role of anthropology. 

 
 

Economic development 
 

At the end of the 1935-36 year total Northern Territory deficits were 

around £1.1 million while the value of production was £500,000.  For the 

previous 10 years, the annual average deficit was £585,520, while annual 

                                                 
6 Markus, Governing Savages, p.37. 
7 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, pp.187-8. 
8 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, pp.146-7. 
9 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.177. 
10 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.179. 



 123 

average production figures were closer to around half that.11  

Commonwealth expenditure since the transfer was stated as being £15 

million, with a population increase of only 2,144.  It was claimed that low 

population and mounting debt made the Territory ‘a heavy liability’.  The 

financial deficit at the end of 1936 was estimated to be £161 per head of 

the European population of 5,454.12  In their detailed report undertaken 

for the Commonwealth, W.L. Payne and J.W. Fletcher argued that the 

Territory would not progress unless the more populated parts of Australia 

contributed to its economic development.13  The lack of experience, skills 

or training for government officials struggling to administer unfamiliar 

developmental policies was also considered a major draw-back.14  Payne 

and Fletcher also called for improved living conditions to encourage 

more European women, and therefore families, to settle in the Territory.15  

The absence of workers’ dwelling type legislation, which in the southern 

states was considered to have contributed to social stabilisation, was 

lamented.16  In 1938, the Minister for the Interior, John McEwen, 

announced the government’s policy for the Northern Territory, developed 

to overcome the ‘obstructions to … development’ detailed by the ‘Payne 

and Fletcher Report’.17  However, McEwen acknowledged that the 

Government’s financial commitment to the military build-up would take 

precedence over northern development spending.   

 

Towards the end of the Second World War, lobbying began again for the 

Northern Territory’s development.18  The Northern Territory 

Development League’s first constitution stated that it was concerned 

about the Territory’s economic development.  However the primary 

                                                 
11 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the Board of Inquiry Appointed to Inquire 
into the Land and Land Industries of the NT of Australia, Commonwealth Government, Canberra, 
1937, known as the Payne and Fletcher Report, pp.8-10. 
12 Ibid, p.8. 
13 Ibid, p.65. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid, p.72. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Commonwealth Hansard, House of Representatives, 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 8 December 1938, pp.2979-2987. 
18 NAA  Canberra  A659  1944/2281  Northern Territory Development League, Memorandum from 
Administrator 13 June 1944,  Memorandum from Superintendent Stretton, 8 June 1944. 
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motivation was a push for representative government.19  In an address to 

the League, the President, Eddie Connellan, set out a plan for the 

Territory that included economic development through the pastoral 

industry and mineral exploration.  In a reminder of earlier health 

considerations linked to climate, house air-conditioning was considered 

an important aid to economic productivity.20  The League raised its 

concerns with the Prime Minister following a public meeting in Alice 

Springs to discuss Darwin’s reconstruction.21  The following year a 

circular addressed to all Senators and signed by R.C. Ward as President 

of the League raised concern that the Government appeared to have no 

plan for the Northern Territory’s development.22  The Interim Report on 

Darwin’s development concluded that there had not been sufficient 

investment in the Territory and ‘special measures’ were needed to 

counteract climate and isolation effects on living conditions.23 

 
The Commonwealth’s economic development role became increasingly 

important after the Second World War because of the establishment of 

uniform national taxation in 1942.  National taxation restricted the states’ 

capacities for fund raising and made them dependent on the 

Commonwealth for loans and grants to finance large-scale development 

projects.24  The initiative for implementing Labor’s plans for an enlarged 

public role in economic and social planning was taken up by the new 

Department of Post-War Reconstruction created in 1942.  Lack of 

spending on public works during the Second World War, along with 

increased consumer demand, particularly for housing and associated 

industries, elicited a national response from the Commonwealth 

Government.  Loans were provided to returning servicemen for housing 

                                                 
19 NAA  Canberra  A659  1944/2281  Northern Territory Development League, Memorandum from 
Administrator 13 June 1944,  Letter from President of League to Prime Minister, 31 July 1944. 
20 NAA  Canberra  A659  1944/2281  Northern Territory Development League, President’s Speech, 9 
August 1944. 
21 NAA  Canberra  A659  1944/2281  Northern Territory Development League, Letter to Prime 
Minister, 26 October 1944. 
22 NAA  Canberra  A659  1944/2281  Northern Territory Development League, Circular 29 May 1945. 
23 NAA  Canberra  A688 4  North Australia [Surveys And Reports On The Economic And Commercial 
Development Of Darwin And The Northern Territory], Interim Report on the Economic and 
Commercial Development of Darwin and the Northern Territory, November 1945. 
24 Kelly, Beef in Northern Australia, p.5. 
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and soldier settlement, albeit on different terms to 1918, was again 

encouraged.25  The period following the Second World War in Australia 

was one of huge economic growth, in part fuelled by a national 

development policy, encompassing both the public and private sectors of 

the national economy.26  The funding of scientific research into 

improving both primary and secondary industries’ products through the 

Council for Scientific and Industrial Research from 1949, later the 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

(CSIRO), also aided large-scale development.27  Speaking at the Labor 

Party conference in 1949, the Prime Minister argued that the party was 

working to bring ‘something better to the people, better standards of 

living, greater happiness to the mass of the people’.28  In this way State-

sponsored development had a social as well as economic aspect.29 

 

In 1944, the Commonwealth, Queensland and Western Australian 

governments agreed to cooperate to develop northern Australia.30 The 

North Australia Development Committee (NADC), formed after the 1945 

conference between the Prime Minister, Premiers of Queensland and 

Western Australia and Commonwealth Ministers for the Interior and 

Post-War Reconstruction to discuss northern development, argued that 

the pastoral industry gave the best opportunity for further northern 

development.31  However, the NADC ‘…almost took it for 

granted…Aboriginals…would have no significant role’ in economic 

development enterprises, other than in ‘the most menial tasks and as 

possible beneficiaries of the more generous welfare policy…’32  In 1948, 

the Minister for Post-War Reconstruction reported a very poor impression 

                                                 
25 Shaw, The Economic Development of Australia, pp.181-2. 
26 Fred Alexander, Australia since Federation: A Narrative and Critical Analysis, 4th edition, Nelson, 
Sydney, (1967) 1980, p.210-11. 
27 Ibid, p.213-4. 
28 J.B. Chifley quoted in A.W. Stargadt (ed), Things Worth Fighting For: Speeches by Joseph Benedict 
Chifley, Australian Labor Party, Melbourne, 1952, pp. 61, 65; quoted in Stuart Macintyre, A Concise 
History of Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1999, p.197. 
29 MacIntyre, A Concise History, p.199. 
30 W. Mollah, ‘Government and Capital in Large Scale Agriculture in the Northern Territory’, Harman 
& Head (eds), State, Capital and Resources, pp.215-35, p.219. 
31 Kelly, Struggle for the North, p.11. 
32 Bauer, Cropping in North Australia, cited in Courtenay, Northern Australia, pp.293-4. 
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of the Northern Territory’s cattle stations.33  The following year the 

Chifley Cabinet developed a Northern Territory development policy that 

aimed to fully develop the beef industry by assisting pastoralists in 

improving water supplies.  The Chifley Labor Government’s defeat at the 

1949 election, together with the fact that the incoming Menzies 

government lacked a northern development policy, meant that this was 

another development policy never brought to fruition.34     

 

National housing action 
 

Poor housing was common for low-waged workers nationally for the first 

half of the twentieth century.  The work of philanthropic societies, 

particularly in New South Wales and Victoria, highlighted the living 

conditions for the poor in severely overcrowded and derelict tenements.  

These were denounced as undermining social progress in the nation’s 

cities.  In South Australia, improving housing became instrumental to 

economic development.35  In the Australian Capital Territory purpose 

designed and built housing was sold on easy terms to new residents.  

State and Commonwealth government policies promoted owner-

occupation in Australia.  The most important initiatives were the War 

Service Loans Scheme, the War Workers Housing Trust, the 

Commonwealth Housing Commission and the CSHA.36 

 
War Service Loans 
 

The Commonwealth Government established the War Service Homes 

Commission after the First World War to help provide homes for ex-

servicemen and their dependants.  The Commission operated from 1919 

to 1947 and after that as a division of various Commonwealth 

departments with responsibility for housing.  Funding for the loans came 

                                                 
33 Commonwealth Department of Post-war Reconstruction, Ministerial Press Release No.29A, 26 
August 1948; cited in Kelly, Beef in Northern Australia, p.31. 
34 Kelly, Struggle for the North, pp.12-6. 
35 L. Sandercock, Cities for Sale, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1975, p.53. Also Marsden, 
Business, Charity and Sentiment, 1986. 
36 Andrew Beer, ‘A Dream won, a crisis born?’ Home Ownership and the Housing Market’, Paris, 
Housing Australia, pp.147-172, p.152. 
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from Consolidated Revenue with repayments of interest and rents being 

returned and repayments of principal and advances to the National Debt 

Sinking Fund.  Types of assistance included advances to build a house, 

buy land, or house and land, complete a partially built home, enlarge an 

existing home and discharge an already existing mortgage.37  By June 

1921 the Commission had helped to provide 16,300 homes at an average 

of around 7,000 a year.  After the first couple of years the lending settled 

down to 2,000 to 3,000 homes a year.  The emphasis shifted from the 

purchase of existing houses to the building of new houses and this 

continued until after 1945.38  The minimum deposits for War Service 

Homes’ loans were always lower than those needed by most other lenders 

and maximum advances larger.39  In the early post-war years the supply 

of labour and materials limited War Service Homes’ activity.  One 

limited solution to this problem was the preparation of plans and 

specifications approved by the War Service Homes Division under the 

supervision of private architects.40 

 

Table 4.  Summary of War Service Homes Loans from inception to 30 June 1951.41 
 Population Total private 

dwellings 
Number 
applications 
for War 
Service loans 

Dwellings 
built/ 
purchased 
with War 
Service loans 

Northern Territory 10,868 2,592 24 4 
New South Wales 2,984,838 732,510 62,132 15,364 
Victoria 2,054,701 517,835 56,829 19,124 
Queensland 1,106,415 267,466 28,849 11,811 
South Australia 646,073 166,118 26,042 10,696 
Western Australia 502,480 122,078 21,227 6,794 
Tasmania 257,078 61,462 8,024 2,128 
Australian Capital 
Territory 

16,905 3,562 351 70 

Australia 7,579,358 1,873,623 203,478 65,991 
 

                                                 
37 M.R.Hill, Housing Finance in Australia, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1959, p.44. 
38 Ibid, pp.50-1. 
39 With the exception of some of those available later through State Housing Authorities. 
40 Hill, Housing Finance in Australia, pp.54-5. 
41 From information in: Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the Director of War 
Service Homes for Year 1950-51, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1951, p.12; Census of the 
Commonwealth of Australia 1947, Census Bulletin No.25. Dwelling Summary for the Commonwealth 
of Australia, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, no publication date, Table 1. 
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Table 4 shows that New South Wales, Tasmania and the Northern 

Territory received less War Service Homes assistance.  Funding for the 

loans was in accordance with the number of applications, therefore 

demand for War Service Homes assistance was less in those states and 

the Territory.  The reason may lie in access to alternate sources of 

finance, in the cases of the two states.42  However, in the Northern 

Territory residents had no access to other home loan schemes until late in 

1953 with the commencement of the first Housing Loans Ordinance.43  

The reason for the extremely low number of applications in the Northern 

Territory for War Service Homes Loans may be attributed to the 

relativities of its significantly lower population, which meant that there 

were few eligible people who owned land.  This is borne out to some 

extent when the proportions of home ownership are examined.  Table 5 

shows that nationally nearly 60 percent of private dwellings were owned 

or being bought, while in the Northern Territory this figure was 

approximately half of the national figure.  The proportion then of 

dwellings bought with War Service Loans was even more telling: 

nationally six percent, and in the Northern Territory, less than one 

percent. 

 
Table 5.  Proportions of home ownership through War Service Loans44 

 Dwellings owned or being 
purchased, 1947 

% 

Dwellings purchased through 
War Service loans, 1951 

% 
Northern Territory 25.89 0.60 
Australia 57.95 6.08 

 

War Workers’ Housing Trust 
 

The War Workers Housing Trust commenced in September 1941 under 

the National Security (Housing of War Workers) Regulations to provide 

housing for people employed in the production of munitions and in any 

                                                 
42 Hill, Housing Finance in Australia, pp.58-9. 
43 This Ordinance was passed in 1949 but didn’t come into operation until November 1953. 
44 From information in: Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, Report of the Director of War 
Service Homes for Year 1950-51, p.12; Census 1947, Census 1947, Census Bulletin No.25. Table 1; 
and Census of the Commonwealth of Australia 1947, Census Bulletin No.24. Dwellings Summary for 
the Northern Territory, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, no publication date, Table 9. 
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other work specified by the Minister for Labour and National Service.45  

The Trust and state government authorities built housing with loans or 

guarantees from the Commonwealth.  In the absence of a formal 

agreement, the Commonwealth used loan funds to provide funding to 

states by increasing existing Loan Council approved loan programs.  The 

Trust and participating state authorities supervised allocations.46   By 30 

June 1946, £2.5 million had been advanced to the States to build 2,587 

houses.47   

 

The Government, through the War Workers Housing Trust, also moved 

to sponsor a War Housing Programme, with the immediate aim of 

commencing construction of 1,215 permanent houses.  The conditions 

under which this was done attempted to establish those anticipated for 

post-war housing programs.48  By early March 1944, agreement was 

reached between most states to commence construction under a quota 

system, with the financial arrangements to be finalised through a post-war 

housing agreement.49  Within the Department of Post-War Reconstruction 

there was a desire to use an immediate housing program to establish the 

administrative process to manage the war housing program.50  Agreement 

was reached with the states that the housing built under the War Housing 

Programme should be allocated with priority being given to ex-

servicemen, with a figure of up 50 percent of allocations being suggested, 

                                                 
45 Its commencement followed an approach from the New South Wales Premier to collaborate with the 
Commonwealth on meeting the housing need of war workers: NAA Melbourne  B6591 D4117  
Commonwealth War Workers – Housing Trust – General, Letter from Premier New South Wales to 
Prime Minister, 13 June 1941.  Also relevant:  NAA  Melbourne  MP574/1 146/1/1  War Workers 
Housing Trust General Miscellaneous Correspondence, Statement on Progress, 26 July 1943. 
46 NAA  Melbourne MP574/1 146/1/2  War Workers Housing Trust General Ministers (H.E. Holts) file 
re W.W.H.T, Draft submission re provision of funds for housing of munition workers, 8 August 1941. 
47 NAA Canberra  A1831 1948/158  Commonwealth War Workers Housing Trust General File, Draft 
Auditor-General’s Report 1945/46. 
48 NAA  Canberra  A9816 1943/158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Notes on War-Housing Programme, 20 February 1944. 
49 NAA  Canberra  A9816 1943/158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Report of Meeting between Dr. Coombs, Mr. Rudduck and Dr. Wilson and Mr. 
Welch of Labour and National Service, 11 March 1944. 
50 NAA  Canberra  A9816 1943/158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Internal minute from the Commonwealth Housing Commission Research 
Officer to Director-General, undated, surrounding papers March 1944. 
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and then on the basis of need.51  It was also agreed that the 

Commonwealth’s immediate building program’s financial arrangements 

would be the same as for the post-war scheme.  Under this arrangement 

the Commonwealth would make funds available on similar terms as 

existed through the Trust with adjustments made later.52  By March 1946 

the War Housing Program had built 2,633 houses and 5,513 were being 

constructed.53  The Northern Territory was not included in the War 

Workers’ Housing Trust’s needs’ surveys or construction or in the War 

Housing Programme. 

 
Commonwealth Housing Commission 
 

The Commonwealth Savings Bank first lent for housing purposes in 

1928, not long after it was established as a separate institution.  Lending 

activities for housing operated on a limited scale until 1950 when lending 

activities increased substantially.  The Commonwealth Housing Act 

empowered the Savings Bank to lend to prescribed Commonwealth, 

Territory, State or municipal authorities that administered schemes to 

help provide housing.54  The Depression of the early 1930s and the 

Second World War resulted in lower rates of home building than during 

the preceding more prosperous decade.  By the end of the war, and 

despite the Commonwealth’s concentrated effort to fund and build 

housing through the War Workers Housing Trust, ‘housing production 

had basically been at a standstill for over a decade.’55 

 

The Curtin and Chifley Labor governments placed emphasis on planning 

for post-war development.  The Commonwealth Housing Commission 

and the Department of Post-War Reconstruction were to find ways to 

alleviate the social deficiencies that had developed because of the 

                                                 
51 NAA Canberra  A9816 1943/158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Letters from and to Prime Minster and Premiers, June to July 1944. 
52 NAA Canberra  A9816 1943/158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Circular letter to Premiers from the Prime Minister, 14 February 1944. 
53 NAA  Canberra  A9816 1943/158  Part 3, Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust, 
Government Sponsored Housing Programme – Summary of Progress during current year – 1945-46. 
54 Hill, Housing Finance in Australia, p.81. 
55 Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?’, npn. 
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Depression and the war.  From 1943, the War Worker’s Housing Trust 

worked closely with the Commonwealth Housing Commission, including 

sharing staff, to determine recommendations on post-war 

reconstruction.56 The Commonwealth Housing Commission was 

appointed under National Security Regulations to overcome the 

Commonwealth’s lack of constitutional power in the housing area.57  The 

Commission’s plan to improve housing aligned ideas of moral depravity 

with environment and disease, and ‘primitive’ amenities with slums.58  Its 

view was that all Australian citizens were 

entitled to a good standard of house and this should not depend 
on his economic position or the policy of the particular state in 
which he resides.59 

 
The recommendation, however, was that government support for housing 

should be targeted to those on ‘modest incomes.’ 60  The Commission’s 

plan was for a war-time immediate housing program, undertaken by the 

states and funded by the Commonwealth, the sponsoring of low-income 

earners and private enterprise building for those with higher incomes.  

The Commission’s findings were compounded by 1947 Census figures, 

which showed that there were 877 dwellings for every 1,000 households.  

In addition, a 1949 opinion poll found that one in four households 

contained an extra family that wanted to move into its own 

accommodation and that this ratio increased to one in three in low income 

households.61 

 
Australian governments acknowledged that the nation faced five 

problems at the end of the war.  These were the needs to stimulate 

building materials production for low cost rental housing, to counteract 

high post-war rents, to help tenants buy government built houses and to 

                                                 
56 NAA  Canberra  A9816 1943/1158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Letter from Chairman WWHT to Federal Treasurer, 14 April 1943. 
57 Brian Howe, ‘Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement: Fiftieth anniversary commemoration’, 
Address to the National Press Club, 3 October 1995, Canberra. 
58 Department of Post-War Reconstruction, We Can Do Better: The Commonwealth Plans for Homes. 
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1944, npn. 
59 Reconstruction, We Can Do Better. 
60 Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?’, npn. 
61 Tony Dingle, ‘Self-help Housing and Co-operation in Post War Australia’, Housing Studies, vol.14, 
no.3,  1999, pp.341-354, p.344. 



 132 

develop the building industry.62  The national policy negotiated between 

the state governments and the Commonwealth was based on an 

agreement to build 700,000 houses in the decade after the war.  This was 

to be done through private enterprise building half and the 

Commonwealth helping to finance state housing authorities to construct a 

stock of public housing for rental to low income earners.  The program 

quickly fell behind schedule due to lack of building materials and skilled 

labour.63 

 

The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement 
 

Most of the Commonwealth Housing Commission’s recommendations 

were not taken up, the exception being the establishment of a national 

housing funding agreement.  The first CSHA was signed in 1945 and 

established the division of responsibilities within the Australian 

federation with respect to public housing.  It signified the first time that 

the Commonwealth backed public housing as a viable housing tenure.  

The CSHA required states to allocate dwellings ‘amongst persons who 

are in need of proper accommodation’.  Under the first CSHA public 

housing completions rose from 4,028 in 1945-6 to 14,317 in 1954-5.64  

While signed late in 1945, the CSHA’s date of effect was December 

1943, when £48 million had been allocated to the states as loans under 

the terms negotiated by the War Workers Housing Trust.65  By the end of 

the war, three states had developed public housing systems and two were 

building housing for sale on generous terms.  Longer term funding for 

housing authorities, dependent on state treasuries, was still to be 

negotiated.  The exception was South Australia66 where the South 

Australian Housing Trust built proportionally more than twice as many 

                                                 
62 Department of Works and Housing, Homes for Australia, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 
1949, p.4. 
63 Dingle, ‘Self-help Housing’, p.345. 
64 Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?’, npn. 
65 NAA Canberra  A9816 1943/1158 Part 1  Housing – Activities of War Workers Housing Trust and 
War Housing Division, Circular letter to Premiers from the Prime Minister, 14 February 1944; and 
Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?’, npn. 
66 Marsden, Business, Charity and Sentiment; Mark Peel, 'Making a Place: Women in the 'Workers' 
City',' Australian Historical Studies, vol.26, no.102, 1994; both cited in Hayward, ‘The Reluctant 
Landlords?’, npn. 
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houses as other state housing authorities due to the priority given to it in 

funding.67  In the Australian Capital Territory the Department of the 

Interior sold government houses to tenants on terms and also made 

advances to people to build or buy housing to build or enlarge a home 

under the similar terms as the CSHA. 

 

In the post-war years home ownership was both an aspiration, to be 

included in the consumer boom, and demonstrative of adherence to the 

civic virtues of domesticity.68  From the election of the Menzies’ Liberal 

government in 1949, self-reliance emerged as an important ideal 

governing the formation of social policy.69  Changes also to family based 

assistance like child endowment were structured to ‘protect and 

strengthen the family unit’, on which was built ‘the whole structure of 

civilization as we know it…’  The home was seen as where the family 

was located and ‘…the foundation of nation-building, citizenship and 

even civilisation…’.70  In 1953 the Menzies cabinet established a housing 

subcommittee to develop the new CSHA.  Cabinet instructed the 

committee to include changes like the selling of public housing, and ways 

to encourage home ownership.71  In considering the government’s role in 

housing there was a tension between Menzies’ values of self-help and 

independence and the public expectation of housing being a government 

responsibility to improve, due to its short supply.  The compromise 

reached was for some public housing funding to be used as home loan.72 

 

The 1956 CSHA was eventually agreed as diverting 20 percent of public 

housing funds to building societies under what was called the Home 

Builders Programme, the removal of rent rebates and the reduction of 

                                                 
67 Dingle, ‘Self-help Housing’, pp.346-348. 
68 John Murphy, Imagining the Fifties: Private Sentiment and Political Culture in Menzies’ Australia, 
University of New South Wales Press, Pluto Press, Sydney, 2000, p.26. 
69 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, pp.82-3. 
70 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.86. 
71 NAA  A4907/XMI  Fifth Menzies Ministry – Minutes of Meetings – Decisions 856-1041, Item 
Vol.3, Decision no.906; cited in Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.137. 
72 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, pp.137-8. 
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interest rate subsidies.73  This policy shift contributed to the owner-

occupier being cast as a respectable citizen with ‘a stake in the country’, 

in comparison to the ‘shiftless slum dweller’.74  Assimilation into and 

compliance with the Australian way of life ruled government policy.75  

Just as the Northern Territory was not included in the Commonwealth 

Housing Commission’s recommendations, the Territory was also 

excluded from the CSHA.  Significantly also for the Territory, 

Aborigines had no strategic hold on national social or economic 

policies.76    

 
 

Expert advice 
 

Anthropologists began to influence Aboriginal policy development and 

also advocacy for Aboriginal rights in the 1930s and 1940s.  Prior to this, 

ethnographers and eugenists were fundamental to government policies 

leading up to and into the early twentieth century.77  Eugenists in 

Australia linked environmental influences and people’s development.  

However by the 1930s, professional, scientific opinion reinforced this 

view even more strongly.78  From the late 1930s, anthropologists and 

journalists also began to examine fringe communities of Aborigines of 

mixed descent.79  From this time changing opinion about the role of 

environment on people also contributed to an aversion to 

institutionalisation.80  From the 1940s new policies linked access to equal 

rights to Aborigines who proved their suitability by supporting 

themselves and living independently in the white community.81  After the 

                                                 
73 NAA  A4940/1, Item C1323, ‘Commonwealth Housing Policy 1955’, ‘Decision No. 628 (HOC)’ 
Housing Committee of Cabinet, 5 September 1955; cited in Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.143. 
74 Michael Berry, ‘Urbanization and Social Change: Australia in the Twentieth Century ’, S. Encel, M. 
Berry, L. Bryson, M. de Lepervanche, T. Rowse, A. Moran, (eds) Australian Society: Introductory 
Essays, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1984, pp.12-64, p.32. 
75 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.149. 
76 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.168. 
77 Francis, ‘Social Darwinism’, p.102; and Austin, “Cecil Cook”, p.108. 
78 Austin, “Cecil Cook”, p.108. 
79 Henry Reynolds, Nowhere People: How international race thinking shaped Australia's identity, 
Penguin, Melbourne, 2005, p.191. 
80 Austin, “Cecil Cook”, p.110. 
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war, expert advice had all but abandoned ideas of superiority of one race 

over another. 82 

 

The progressivist views of Northern Territory’s long serving Chief 

Protector of Aboriginals, Dr. Cecil Cook,83 were applied to Aboriginal 

women of mixed descent, to whom Cook assigned dual roles of home and 

child raising.84  Cook believed that Aborigines living in and around towns 

had lost their links to ‘traditional’ Aboriginal society and therefore 

needed a substitute that orientated them to ‘European settlement [as]…a 

useful economic unit’.85  To help this training, he wanted to establish 

‘residential areas’ or compounds providing barrack-like accommodation 

for employed Aborigines.  In rural areas, reserves were recommended to 

allow Aborigines to continue to live ‘traditional’ lives while gradually 

being introduced to settled, farming lives.86  Missions could play a role in 

this by preparing Aborigines for assimilation to a ‘civilised community’ 

through training and work.87  Cook argued that civilisation would be a 

‘natural’ outcome of assimilation.88 

 

In 1931 Cook reported that there were 2,950 Europeans in the Northern 

Territory and 852 ‘half-castes’ but because the white population was 

declining and the ‘half-caste’ population increasing, ‘half-castes would 

become the pre-dominant part of the local population in 15 or 20 years.’89  

Cook’s ‘Half-Caste Housing Policy’ was part of his policy to ‘breed out 

the colour’, which sought to control young Aboriginal women of mixed 

descent by improving their living standards to make them attractive to 

                                                 
82 Markus, Australian race relations, p.156. 
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85 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.170. 
86 Ibid, pp.172-3. 
87 Ibid, pp. 175, 183. 
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89 NAA  A1  1933/479, Cook to Weddell, 23 July 1932; cited in Reynolds, Nowhere People, p.161. 
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prospective white husbands.90  The anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner, 

whose ethnographic field work was conducted in the Port Keats area of 

the Northern Territory during the early 1930s, was one expert who 

criticised Cook’s ‘breeding out the colour’ policy.  Like Elkin, at that 

time possibly the only nationally recognised anthropological ‘expert’,91 

Stanner advocated improving mixed descent Aboriginal families’ living 

conditions.92 

 
The beginning of the 1930s Aboriginal policy shift93 was added to by 

research findings of detailed field studies of Aboriginal social and 

cultural life which started to introduce some grudging respect for 

Aborigines.  The growth of a ‘mixed race population’ living in 

‘conditions of extreme poverty’ was also noted in statistical information 

at this time and publicised widely.  Segregationist policies became 

increasingly scrutinised and criticised.  Improvement of Aboriginal living 

conditions became the focus of anthropological and humanitarian 

groups.94  These groups urged for an assimilation policy that would 

include Aboriginal people in ‘the wider community as useful citizens’.95   

 

In 1937 the first conference of Commonwealth and state administrators of 

Aborigines was held in Canberra to discuss the ‘part-Aboriginal 

population’ increase.96  During the same year, two reports expressing 

opposing views were published.  One was by the anthropologist Donald 

Thomson, whose investigation into conditions in Arnhem Land called for 

the establishment of reserves.  The other was the Payne and Fletcher 

                                                 
90 NAA  A1  1933/479, Cook to Weddell, 27 June 1933; cited in Reynolds, Nowhere People, p.168. 
91 Anna Haebich cites Elkin as the architect of the policy of assimilation, which ‘marked the emerging 
shift from racial to social explanations of Aboriginal disadvantage.’  ‘The Formative Years: Paul 
Hasluck and Aboriginal Issues During the 1930s’, Stannage et al, (eds), Paul Hasluck in Australian 
History, pp.93-105, p.96.   
92 NAA  A659  40/1/408 Cuttings, Sunday Sun, 11 June 1933, 18 June 1933; cited in Austin, I Can 
Picture the Old Home, p.147. 
93 Haebich, ‘The Formative Years’, p.93. 
94 Haebich, ‘The Formative Years’, pp.94-5, also Attwood, Rights for Aborigines, pp.81-101. 
95 Paul Hasluck, West Australian, 12 October 1932, p.7; 30 October 1932, p.12; 2 November 1932, 
p.11; 21 November 1932, p.8; all cited in Haebich, ‘The Formative Years’, p.96. 
96 Andrew Markus, ‘After the outward appearance: scientists, administrators and politicians’, Bill 
Gammage & Andrew Markus, all that dirt: Aborigines 1938, Research School of Social Sciences, 
Australian National University, Canberra, 1982, pp.83-106, p.96. 
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Report that recommended improving Territory living conditions.97  The 

pervading view at the conference was that Aboriginal people of mixed 

descent were in the same category as ‘low order…whites.’98  Discussion 

and recommendations concentrated on the ‘uplift’ of those Aborigines of 

mixed descent considered ‘superior’ through training and education for 

‘civilized trades or professions’, improved living conditions on pastoral 

stations and supervised transition to ‘protected home life and home 

industries’.  Negotiation of this policy would see ‘successful’ Aborigines 

of mixed descent ‘released into the wider community.’  99 

 

The Second World War brought a waged economy and associated 

benefits to Aborigines through the Army’s chain of work camps along the 

Stuart Highway.  By 1951, and following Paul Hasluck’s appointment as 

Minister with responsibility for the Northern Territory, Ronald and 

Catherine Berndts’ recommendations in the 1944-46 survey of Aboriginal 

living conditions on pastoral stations prompted some action.100  Hasluck’s 

first major speech in the Commonwealth Parliament in 1950 was on the 

circumstances of Aborigines and of Commonwealth policy towards 

them.101  It was Hasluck’s belief, expressed in his Master of Arts’ thesis 

published as Black Australians, that early ideals of ‘civilising’ Aborigines 

through education into Christian ideals to accord them full citizenship 

had been lost due to lack of political will to pay for the implementation of 

the needed polices.102 

 

Hasluck was perhaps unique amongst his colleagues as viewing 

Aborigines’ problems in social terms.  He believed that in Australia’s 

post-war ‘open society, without fixed barriers of class’, Aborigines could 

                                                 
97 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.292. 
98 Australia 1937, pp.15,17; cited in Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.299. 
99 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, pp.299-30. 
100 Alexander, Australia since Federation, p.391. 
101 Will Sanders, ‘An Abiding Interest and a Constant Approach: Paul Hasluck as Historian, Reformer 
and Critic of Aboriginal Affairs’, Stannage, Saunders & Nile, (eds) Paul Hasluck in Australian 
History, pp.106-118, p.106. 
102 Paul Hasluck, Black Australians: A Survey of Native Policy in Western Australia, 1829-1897, 2nd 
edition, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1970, p.13; cited in Sanders, ‘An Abiding Interest’, 
p.107. 



 138 

aspire to become part of that society.103  During the 1930s Hasluck 

undertook voluntary work in English slums and developed a practical 

understanding of the difficulties of living in overcrowded, squalid 

tenements.104  Anna Haebich attributes Hasluck’s travel with Western 

Australia’s Mosley Royal Commission into conditions for the state’s 

Aboriginal population in 1934 with further development of his 

assimilation ideals.  He was particularly interested in the north’s 

considerable population of Aborigines of mixed descent, who lived on the 

edges of towns due to the operation of a strict colour bar.105  Hasluck’s 

concern was whether the Aboriginal population of mixed descent would 

always live as an ‘…ever-expanding, discontented band of people on the 

fringes.’106  This dilemma was particularly pertinent in the Northern 

Territory, where 20 years earlier Cook warned of the growing numbers of 

Aborigines of mixed descent challenging the numbers in ‘mainstream 

society’.107 

 

In the early post-war years there was a ‘neat, functional fit… between 

housing aspiration, employment opportunities, population growth, 

household formation, land availability, savings flows and government 

policies’.108  For most Australians the post-war period was envisioned as 

‘a new beginning’.  This placed Aborigines outside the imperatives of the 

time and encouraged the ‘cult of forgetfulness’ that continued the 

marginalisation, dispossession and despair.109  Hasluck’s new 

assimilation approach was based on a socio-cultural model of lifestyle 

change to the ‘nebulous standards of the Australian way of life…[and] 

assumed there was a ‘single Australian society’.110  Despite the many 

government sponsored reports consistently linking the need to improve 

                                                 
103 Markus, Australian race relations, p.165-6. 
104 Judith Brett, ‘Limited Politics’, Stannage, Saunders, & Nile (eds) Paul Hasluck in Australian 
History, pp.183-95, p.184. 
105 Haebich, The Formative Years, p.98. 
106 Reynolds, Nowhere People, p.193. 
107 NAA A659  30/1/408, Cook to Weddell, 27 June 1933, cited in Austin, ‘Cecil Cook’, p.115. 
108 Ian Winter & Wendy Stone, Reconceptualising Australian housing careers, Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, Melbourne, 1999, p.5. 
109 W.E.H. Stanner, After the Dreaming: The 1968 Boyer Lectures, ABC, Sydney, 1969, pp.24-5; cited 
in Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.169. 
110 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, p.171. 
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living conditions and the Territory’s ‘progress’, governments failed to 

take ameliorative action.  National housing action also failed to 

substantially include the Territory in its recommendations or funding 

policies.  The Territory’s exclusion from war-time housing programs 

meant that in addition to not receiving much needed funding, it remained 

outside national negotiating forums, still waiting for national economic 

commitment. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Living Conditions 
 

There was a school of thought among the nation-builders of 1945 that 
before they shed the light of their countenances on the notorious 
north its people were a pack of old reprobates living with the blacks, 
derelicts, do-nothings, scallawags running away from the law.1 

 
 

Housing analysts draw comparisons between government housing 

assistance in Britain and the social imperatives that it sought to serve, and 

the development of Australian publicly funded housing assistance.2  At 

the 1933 Census over 33,000 Australians were living in tents.3  With 

worsening housing conditions for the poor, added to by many home 

purchasers who had lost their homes as a result of the Depression, 

investigations and inquiries in New South Wales and Victoria 

recommended slum clearance and re-housing, as ameliorative social 

measures.4  Little house building occurred during the Second World War 

other than accommodation for military personnel and War Workers 

Housing Trust funded building of suburbs, principally for munitions 

factory workers.5  In the Northern Territory, however, nearly all 

accommodation was conceived as being temporary in nature and became 

noted as being delivered in camps and ‘hutments’.  The Department of 

Post-War Reconstruction recognised the demand for housing and for a 

better urban environment that would confront Australian cities in the 

post-war period.  Within the Commonwealth parliament there was strong 

support for housing reform within the wider context of town planning and 

civic reconstruction’.6 

 

                                                 
1 Ernestine Hill, The Territory, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, (1951) 1981, p.3. 
2 Marsden, Business, Charity and Sentiment, pp.12-3. 
3 Paris, Housing Australia, 1993, p.10. 
4 N.S.W. Housing Conditions Investigations Committee Report, 1936, quoted in J. Bourke, ‘Public 
Housing in Australia’, Sydney, c1967, p.4; and the First Annual Report of the South Australian 
Housing Trust, 1937; both cited by Marsden, Business, Charity and Sentiment, p.14. 
5 NAA  Melbourne  MP574/1 146/1/2  War Workers Housing Trust General Ministers (H.E. Holts) file 
re W.W.H.T, Draft submission re provision of funds for housing of munition workers, 8 August 1941 
and NAA Canberra  A1831 1948/158  Commonwealth War Workers Housing Trust General File, Draft 
Auditor-General’s Report 1945/46. 
6 Carolyn Allport, ‘Castles of Security: The New South Wales Housing Commission and Home 
Ownership 1941-61’, Max Kelly (ed), Sydney: City of Suburbs,  New South Wales University Press in 
association with the Sydney History Group, Sydney, 1987, pp.97-8. 



 141 

After the war, austerity born of building material shortage and lack of 

financial means led to the elimination of all but the most basic 

requirements to ensure that as many houses were built as possible in a 

short space of time.  These concerns led to government inspired and 

funded research into improving the quality and quantity of building 

materials.  The use of mud-brick or pisé construction was one material 

experimented with by the Commonwealth Experimental Building 

Station.7  The period immediately after the war also became noted for the 

use of prefabricated housing, which by its very nature overcame the two 

biggest housing difficulties, shortage of materials and skilled building 

workers.8 

 

This Chapter explores the living conditions of people living in the 

Northern Territory over a 20 year period from the mid 1930s.  Living 

conditions in towns are established using oral histories and contemporary 

accounts and similar sources are used for institutions and town camps.  In 

addition, archival sources are analysed to gain an appreciation of 

conditions for pastoralists, rural workers, Aborigines, missionaries and 

public servants.  Accounts of war-time experiences testify to conditions 

in Army camps and settlements.  All of these records, set against the 

prevailing conditions of the period, illuminate questions about the 

Northern Territory’s absence from the national post-war concentration on 

improving housing. 

 

Towns 
 

Parliamentarians, bureaucrats and ‘experts’ understood that improving 

living conditions was pivotal to making the Northern Territory ‘suitable’ 

for white women and therefore white families.9  It was noted that 

                                                 
7 Pater Cuffley, Australian Houses of the Forties and Fifties, Five Miles Press, Knoxville, 1993, 
pp.65-6. 
8 Cuffley, Australian Houses, p.67. 
9 One example is contained in the recommendation to improve the standard of accommodation for 
Police Officers following the Minister for the Interior’s tour of the Northern Territory in 1932: NAA  
Canberra  A1 1934/3449  Northern Territory Pastoral Lessees Assn. Deputation to Minister – 1932 – 
Re Development of NT, Report dated 31 August 1932. 
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Aboriginal migration towards towns increased during the 1930s, which 

led to unsupervised and unsanctioned ‘camps’ developing around all 

Territory towns.  Most who lived in the camps, or who stayed there 

temporarily, were not employed in the towns and therefore unable and 

usually unwilling to live in town compounds where these existed.10  

Gillian Cowlishaw describes housing and its provision to Aboriginal 

people as one of the ‘markers of racial boundaries’.11  In all population 

centres Aboriginal living conditions were removed from public scrutiny 

and absent from either suburban or rural living. 

 

Alice Springs 
 

Prior to the 1930s Alice Springs, until 1929 called Stuart, comprised a 

few government built houses of stone and cement for public servants, 

with other housing described as ‘shanties of bush construction.  Some 

even had bark roofs.’12  In 1933 the population was 526, growing to 

2,078 in 1947.13  By the end of the 1940s, the Administrator described 

Alice Springs as ‘a modern clean and thriving town with many facilities 

which were almost unheard of a few years ago.’14  During the war Alice 

Springs became the centre of the Territory’s civil administration and the 

railhead through which troops and supplies moved north.  In addition, 

there were also many civilians employed by the Civil Construction Corps 

of the Allied Works Council in the Territory.15  Housing for the 

evacuated Darwin public servants, however, was in cramped conditions, 

with most wives and children evacuated interstate due to insufficient 

available housing.16 

 

                                                 
10 Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, p.252. 
11 Gillian Cowlishaw, blackfellas whitefellas and the hidden injuries of race, Blackwell Publishing, 
Melbourne, 2004, pp.13-4. 
12 Abbott, Australia’s Frontier Province, p.155. 
13 Peter Donovan, Alice Springs, pp.222-3. 
14 Administrator’s Report 1938; cited in Donovan, At the Other End of Australia, p.126.  In the terms 
of the novelist, Nevil Shute’s character, 1950s Alice Springs was a ‘pleasant place…[with] everything 
a reasonable girl could want – a hairdressing salon, a good dress shop or two, two picture houses.’  A 
Town Like Alice, pp.160-1. 
15 Donovan, At the Other End of Australia, p.152. 
16 Donovan, Alice Springs, p.194. 
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After the war, Alice Springs’ housing situation remained very tight.  Ex-

servicemen in particular believed they were entitled to housing before 

others.  Extreme housing shortage and growing demand meant that it was 

a difficult juggling act trying to determine fair allocation.17  The Progress 

Association demanded new and improved services like residential land.  

The apparent lack of consideration of Alice Springs’ development by 

Darwin-based bureaucrats symbolised by the ‘Berrimah Line’ has been 

cited as the Association’s particular motivation.18  Nonetheless, post-war 

Alice Springs was described as ‘a friendly small bush town…a pretty 

town, the most civilised in the Territory, with tree-lined street, lawns and 

gardens.’19  Aboriginal people, however, were described as camping on 

the perimeter of town, ‘at various soaks and waterholes, living in dusty 

camps of a few make-shift tin ‘humpies’ without water, sewage or 

power.’20 

 

Alice Springs’ material progress highlighted Aboriginal visitors ‘as an 

embarrassment to the apostles of progress.’21  Both Aborigines and 

Aboriginal people of mixed descent in Alice Springs had limited access 

to housing, despite Aborigines living in the area prior to European 

settlement.22  During the war the Army had turned the Telegraph Station 

buildings, evacuated of Aborigines in 1942, into one of five Aboriginal 

labour camps between Darwin and Alice Springs.  It was re-opened in 

1945 as a reserve in which Aborigines were required to live while in 

Alice Springs.23  In the mid 1950s the Bungalow was transferred from the 

old telegraph station to a new settlement and reserve at Amoonguna, 14 

kilometres from town.  Throughout the 1950s the town area’s expansion 

                                                 
17 NAA  Darwin  F1 1944/145  House Occupied by C.R. Stahl, formerly Native Affairs Branch Office, 
Alice Springs, Letter from Government Secretary to V.J. Beresford, 15 February 1946. 
18 Donovan, Alice Springs, pp.239-43. 
19 Alexander, The Rain Bird, p.115.  In his novel A Town Like Alice, Nevil Shute similarly describes 
1950s Alice Springs as not unlike an English village, pp.160-1. 
20 Alexander, The Rain Bird, p.119.  The contrast between conditions for the different groups living in 
Alice Springs ranging from tin shed accommodation for Aborigines to tree-lined streets 
accommodating large house blocks, is also described by Taylor in his 1948 description of Alice 
Springs; Australia: A Study of Warm Environments, p.210. 
21 Donovan, Alice Springs, p.266. 
22 Collman, Fringe-Dwellers and Welfare, p.88. 
23 F.H. Moy, Director of Native Affairs to Acting District Superintendent, Native Affairs Branch, Alice 
Springs, 5 June 1952; cited in Heppell & Wigley, Black out in Alice, p.16. 
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meant that Aboriginal camping sites, like the Finke River Mission, 

became increasingly contested.24  Aboriginal campers who were judged 

to not have town employment were removed to the Bungalow.  In effect, 

however, the site ‘served as a stop-gap measure for employed Aboriginal 

people who were up against the ‘shortage’ of authorised housing.’25  

 

Tennant Creek 
 

The Tennant Creek goldfield was the most important part of the 

Territory’s mining industry in the late 1930s.  Tennant Creek’s first non-

Indigenous settlers lived in one roomed bough and spinifex sheds.  These 

sheds were built away from the main street on blocks rented on miners’ 

rights conditions.  In the early days, water was very scarce and was 

bought and carried to the town.  Therefore there were few gardens – ‘not 

a decent tree in sight, only great clumps of spinifex and low-growing 

scrub.’26  The Payne and Fletcher report identified the mining industry as 

being the best able to ‘help a pioneering community to become 

established’.  The population grew from around 200 people in 1933 to 

660 by 1954.27  During the war, mining on all fields except at the town’s 

Eldorado field was closed down and the military occupied the town.28  

Tennant Creek continued to be described as ‘a row of miners’ homestead 

leases on each side of the road, with galvanised iron buildings on them’.29 

 

                                                 
24 Rowse, ‘Housing and Colonial Patronage, p. 95. 
25 Ibid, pp. 95-6. 
26 Miles, The Old Tennant, p.102. 
27 Tennant and District Times, ‘Commemorative Issue’, May 1984; cited in Lea, Government and the 
Community in Tennant Creek, p.9. 
28 Lea, Government and the Community in Tennant Creek, p.9. 
29 R.A.McInnis, Diary of Mr. R.A. McInnis 1940-44, Department of Lands, Darwin, undated ?1980, 
entry for Saturday 14th 1944. 
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Picture  25.  Near the Police Station Tennant 
Creek, 1935, PH0175/0040 Richards Collection, 
NTLIS. 

Picture 26.  Arid zone houses under 
construction Tennant Creek, 1935-36, 
PH0175/0061 Richards Collection, NTLIS 

  

After the war, private houses and businesses continued to be built on 

residential leases granted under the Mining Ordinance.  The insecurity of 

land tenure in Tennant Creek meant that private individuals could not 

attract finance to improve their living conditions.  This was raised in the 

Northern Territory Legislative Council’s First Session in 1948 when the 

elected member for Tennant Creek ‘castigated the NT administration for 

its inefficiency in allowing very poor housing conditions in the town’.30  

In 1948 an advisory committee was formed to examine the town’s future 

and to make recommendations on the water supply and works needed to 

develop and improve living conditions.31  Amongst other essential 

services and with the ending of the control of the Mining Ordinance in 

favour of the Land Ordinance, improved housing was considered 

essential for public servants and mine employees. 

 

Public servants posted to Tennant Creek found it ‘ugly’ and the posting 

was noted as being unpopular, usually described by Police as ‘Pennance 

Creek’ to denote it being seen as a ‘punishment posting’.  Police 

accommodation, normally co-located with the Police Station, was 

described as: 

… built of corrugated iron.  The verandah which encircled the 
office and courtroom had been converted on two sides into 
sleeping quarters for the constables by adding a ninety 
centimetre high outer wall of corrugated iron, and enclosing the 
rest in fly-wire…The rear verandah opened on to another 
building which contained a kitchen, a washroom and a shower.  

                                                 
30 Lea, Government and the Community in Tennant Creek, p.11. 
31 Ibid, pp.20-3. 
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The scarcity of water made it necessary first to go outside and 
pump it up from the main tank into a small tank on the roof 
which fed the shower.32 

 
It was also noted that due to the scarcity of water and the distance that it 

had to be brought from a bore, it was not ‘wasted’ on establishing 

gardens.  Tennant Creek’s other residents continued to live in camps at 

the mines a short distance from the town. 

 

The anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner described unsatisfactory living 

conditions for the Warumungu people at the time of the 1933 gold rush at 

Tennant Creek.33  The Telegraph Station’s location and pastoral activity 

in the surrounding area meant that Aboriginal camps were noted in early 

reports of the area.  For example, Tom Cole, a Tennant Creek linesman, 

noted that Aborigines camped a short distance away, coming and going at 

will. 34  The 1933 gold rush led to an increased number of Aborigines 

attracted to the town, precipitating legislative changes to introduce a 

minimum wage, the provision of food, clothing and basic medical 

treatment for Aboriginal employees.35  However employment and 

accommodation of Aborigines in Tennant Creek was prohibited by the 

Mining Registrar.  Some people were employed at the goldfield prior to 

the establishment of the Phillip Creek settlement in 1945, but they did not 

live on the site.36  The Warumungu camp was located just beyond the 

Telegraph Station, where people lived in ‘wurlies.’  Aborigines were only 

allowed into the town during daylight, with Native Affairs Branch 

permission, to work as domestic servants.37  Aboriginal people were 

moved to the new settlement of Manga-Manda, built from the demolished 

buildings of the Tennant Creek Native Hospital and the Six Mile Depot, 

at Phillip Creek by October 1945.  The Aboriginal population of Manga-
                                                 
32 Alexander, The Rain Bird, p.56. 
33 W.E. Stanner, Report to Australian National Research Council Upon Aborigines and Aboriginal 
Reserve at Tennant Creek 1934, AIAS Newsletter 13, pp.43-8; cited in Lea, ‘South of the Berrimah 
Line, p.189. 
34 Tom Cole, Hell West and Crooked, Collins, Sydney, 1988, p.102; cited in Lea, ‘South of the 
Berrimah Line’, p.191. 
35 M.J. Meggitt, Desert People, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1962, p.26; cited in Lea, ‘South of the 
Berrimah Line’, p.191. 
36 NTAS  NTRS  226, Oral History TS 431  Bill Fullwood; cited in Lea, ‘South of the Berrimah Line’, 
p.191. 
37 Miles, The Old Tennant, p.110. 
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Manda was put at 215 at this time and the people, mainly Warumungu 

and Warlpiri, remained at Phillip Creek until the new site with better 

water south of Wauchope was opened in June 1956.38   

 

Katherine 
 

Early Katherine’s physical layout was in small areas, reflective of the 

various stages of development as a railway town and centre for 

surrounding peanut farms.  In 1942 Katherine town people were 

evacuated to Adelaide, with the living conditions for many people 

prompting the Government Secretary to apologise for the evacuees noting 

that most had ‘…little experience of civilised home life.’39  The historian 

Pearl Ogden observes that after the war plans were made to build a new 

town, with a new clearly defined residential area to be established west of 

the train line.  At the time Katherine was noted as being a ‘collection of 

shanties and humpies.’40  The Katherine police constable described two 

timber and galvanised iron houses owned by the town’s sanitary 

contractor as ‘shabby looking old places, built of rough bush timber and 

apparently old second hand galvanized iron’.41  Little consideration was 

given to the fact that many families lived in very rough conditions and 

that the low standard of housing was very similar for others in Katherine 

and elsewhere in the Northern Territory.42  Katherine’s urban population, 

exclusive of Aborigines, grew from 200 people in 1933 to 600 in 1954.43 

 

One local resident, Bill Harney, described Katherine’s three ‘suburbs’ on 

the south side as ‘Little Canberra’, where the local Justice of the Peace 

and railway fettlers lived surrounded by ‘doelites and Aborigines’ in ‘old 

sheds, vans and up-turned tanks’, the ‘Top Enders’, who lived on the 

river bank in huts and tents with Jawoyn people, and the ‘Crab Pointers’, 

                                                 
38 Davison, The Manga-Manda Settlement, p.15. 
39 NAA  F1 1942/367; cited in Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, p.26. 
40 Pearl Ogden, Legs more sweeter than Tail, Northern Territory Department of Education, Darwin, 
1983, p.83. 
41 NAA  F1 1942/346; cited in Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, p.28. 
42 Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, p.29. 
43 Estimates in the Northern Territory Administrator’s Report 1949/53; cited in Lea, Government and 
the Community in Katherine, p.12. 
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who lived on the riverbed ‘around the shacks and rubbish dumps of the 

local sanitary contractor’, the majority of whom were Wardaman 

people.44  In the 1950s descriptions continued of Aborigines camped at 

various sites around the town and who were casually employed at the 

surrounding farms.  These camps were described as being ‘wurlies’ or 

‘gunyahs’, with Aboriginal people noted as preferring to sleep outdoors, 

instead of in the tin sheds available to them.45  After the war, employed 

Aboriginal people in Katherine were required to stay in a compound 

located on the north-eastern side of the Stuart Highway south of the town, 

a location without permanent water or facilities, and this remained the 

same until well into the 1950s.46  Aborigines not employed in the town 

were removed to settlements, missions or pastoral stations where they 

were employed.47 

 

Darwin 
 

From 1930 Australia’s defence strategy included the stationing of a 

garrison in Darwin and in other northern coastal centres.  The military 

build up, including the influx of private tradesmen, increased Darwin’s 

white population.48  As the Larrakeyah barracks were soon filled to 

capacity, the empty Vesteys meatworks were adapted for barracks.49  

Notwithstanding the spending on the military build-up of Darwin, 

arguments for improved living conditions continued as part of calls for 

northern economic development throughout the 1930s.  Workers’ living 

conditions were ‘censured’ by the Administrator in his 1936 report.50  A 

Melbourne Herald article in 1937 called for improved living conditions 

                                                 
44 W.E. Harney, Grief, Gaiety and Aborigines, Hale, London, 1961, p.117; cited in Lea, Government 
and the Community in Katherine, pp.14-6. 
45 Alexander, The Rain Bird, p.40. 
46 F. Merlan & A. Rumsey, ‘The Jawoyn (Katherine Area) Land Claim’, Northern Land Council, 
Darwin, 1982; cited in Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, p.49. 
47 Lea, Government and the Community in Katherine, p.49. 
48 Abbott, Australia’s Frontier Province, p.61.  Abbott states that the population grew to over 6,000 
before the war. 
49 Abbott, Australia’s Frontier Province, p.63. 
50 Adrian Welke & Helen J Wilson, ‘Darwin Central Area Heritage Study’, unpublished report for the 
National Trust of Australia (NT), undated ?1993, p.xv. 
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‘to bring the vast territories of Northern Australia into more effective 

use.’51  

 
In 1939 an Argus article drew attention to growing frustration within 

Darwin about the level of spending on military requirements and the 

curtailing of spending on civic development.  The article quoted 

decreased allocations for general services while £500,000 was spent in 

establishing new military barracks at the aerodrome.52  The Darwin 

Development Committee recommended, and the Minister agreed, that the 

Territory needed a home loan scheme like that available in the Australian 

Capital Territory or through arrangement with the Commonwealth 

Bank.53  However with conditions deteriorating internationally  and the 

military building activity in Darwin, it was decided to defer further action 

in regard to a loan scheme.54  By the late 1930s, Darwin was described as 

being transformed into a miniature Canberra.55   

 

While this might have been true for senior public servants’ housing,56 

most houses consisted of unlined corrugated iron without services.  Most 

of Darwin had electricity by 1935, albeit unreliable and expensive, but 

reticulated water was not supplied until 1941 and sewerage was not 

installed until the 1960s.57  Julia Martinez described Darwin in 1937 as 

segregated with each ethnic group allocated a designated space: 

The Chinese lived in Chinatown, overlooking the wharf; the 
indentured pearling crew lived in camps on the foreshore, the 
‘coloured’ community lived in Police Paddock, on the outskirts 
of town, the Aboriginal residents were restricted to the Kahlin 

                                                 
51 NAA  Canberra  A659 1943/1/893  Development of the Northern Territory – Government Proposals 
Regarding – Part 1, newspaper clipping, 11 December 1937. 
52 NAA  Canberra  A659  1943/1/893  Development of the Northern Territory – Government Proposals 
Regarding – Part 1, newspaper clipping, ‘Defence Works First’, Argus, 11 July 1939. 
53 NAA  Canberra  A659  1943/1/7077  Northern Territory, Darwin – Development of Town, 
Memorandum 23 July 1939. 
54 NAA  A659  1943/1/7077  Northern Territory, Darwin – Development of Town, Memoranda to and 
from Secretary Department of the Interior and Minister, 13, 27 September, and 9 October 1939. 
55 Northern Standard, 6 September 1938, 24 March, 7 July 1939; cited in Donovan, At the Other End 
of Australia, p.127.  Abbott takes some of the credit for this ‘remodelling’ of Darwin; Australia’s 
Frontier Province, p.62. 
56 McInnis, The Diary of Mr. R.A.McInnis, entries for 13 and 14 September 1940. 
57 Welke & Wilson, ‘Darwin Central Area Heritage Study’, p.xv. 
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Compound, while the ‘white’ elite lived close by at Myilly 
Point.58 

 
Police Paddock, established in 1911 for permanent ‘coloured’ Darwin 

residents, also housed Europeans married to Aboriginal people of mixed 

descent.59  Administrative influence over the site was mitigated by the 

fact that the residents were self-sufficient.60  One occupant described 

Police Paddock housing during the 1930s as: 

… made from cut timber and whatever roofing they could get.  
There was no proper roofing materials or anything like that, no 
electricity, no sewerage.  We got water from the well with 
buckets on a bamboo pole.61 

 
Housing for others in Darwin was not available.  In 1939 the Director of 

Native Affairs bought galvanised iron sheeting for use in Aboriginal self-

help building.62  Amidst these straightened circumstances, the Chief 

Protector of Aboriginals gained approval for the establishment of a new 

compound in Darwin, with ‘unprecedented’ funding of £38,000 for 

construction agreed in 1937.63  Despite this, initial house building for 

Aborigines consisted of re-using timber and galvanised iron from the 

Kahlin Compound.64 

 

After the war a subcommittee proposed a plan for Darwin as ‘a city of 

striking tropical architecture’, which was projected to cost £30 million.  

Abbott states that this provided ‘the death blow’ to Darwin’s 

reconstruction.65  Those unhoused in Darwin relied on surplus Sidney 

Williams’ army huts for accommodation.  Marjorie Harris recalls 

squatting in one at Winnellie, at an ex-military camp site, along with 

many other families.  While not encouraged by the Administration, as 

                                                 
58 Martinez, ‘Questioning 'White Australia', p.8.  See also Broome’s description of Darwin in 
Aboriginal Australians, p.121. 
59 NTAS  NTRS 266 Oral History TS 802, John Magripilis; also Herbert, Capricornia, pp.18-9; both 
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60 Martinez, ‘Questioning 'White Australia', p.16. 
61 Devitt et al, Under the Mango Tree, p.59. 
62 NAA  Darwin  F1 1940/478  Aboriginal and Half-caste Matters, Memorandum to Administrator, 27 
October 1939. 
63 NAA  A1 37/70, ‘Welfare of Aboriginals: New Settlement at Darwin’, 29 June 1936; and A452  
52/541, Part 2, 13 February 1941; cited in Markus, Governing Savages, p.105. 
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there were few alternatives people remained in the huts until other 

housing became available.  The hut was typical of accommodation in 

Darwin at this time, as was the use of available materials to ‘make do’.66  

The K9 Camp was built for the Civil Construction Corps by the Northern 

Territory administration in 1941 and consisted of 40 small fibro huts with 

a communal kitchen, dining room, recreation room, toilet block and 

shower block.67  After the war, the administration charged 15 shillings a 

week rent with Greek, Anglo-Australian and Aboriginal families of 

mixed descent competing for accommodation at the camp.68  Frances 

Camp was also retained for civilian accommodation and it became home 

to more than 80 families living in sub-standard rusty iron huts.69   

 

 
Picture 27.  Sidney Williams hut with established garden, Darwin 1947, PH0110/0426 
Roderick Collection, NTLIS. 

 

One returning Darwin resident, Mary Lee, describes Darwin’s post-war 

housing situation when evacuated Aboriginal families of mixed descent 

returned in 1947. 

There was nothing left of that little shanty town where people 
lived before.  It was all Army huts.  So, one family found these 
empty Army huts in Police Paddock and told the rest and 
everybody went out and claimed a hut.  The buildings were 
made of old rusty iron and white ant eaten.  Ours had a dirt 

                                                 
66 Alcorta, Marjorie Harris, p.62. 
67 NAA  F1  1953/552 Camp K9 Parap Darwin, Northern Territory; cited in Donal Raethel, ‘Stuart 
Park A Landscape History’, unpublished report, 1999, p.23. 
68 Karlsen, ‘Cultural Exclusion and Interaction’, p.177. 
69 NAA  F1  1952/990  Purchase of Parap Military Camp (Parap Community Centre, With Plans); cited 
in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.23. 
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floor, which I had to wet and sweep.  A wood stove – I used to 
chop the wood and cook the meal.  We boiled our clothes in a 
copper, no washing machine.  Then we moved to the 118 
Camp, Parap.  It was all Sidney Williams huts with push-out 
windows which you bolted.  It was just the metal framework, 
which was rusting and during the rainy season, snakes, 
centipedes, everything used to come right through the gap 
under the walls.  We’d put everything up, out of the way.  
There were no rooms, you had to put a bit of curtain up for a 
partition.  A big family had a big hut and smaller families had 
half a hut...70 

 
 

In early February 1947, 100 Aboriginal men, reported as manual 

labourers for the Northern Territory Administration and Qantas, held a 

strike for direct payment of wages (rather than to the Trust Account), and 

improved education, training and living conditions.71  Conditions for 

Aborigines at the Berrimah Compound again contributed to unrest and 

strikes late in 1950 and early 1951.72  It was at this time that Darwin’s 

Aboriginal mixed descent population also increased its claims for full 

citizenship, removal of the ‘dog-tag’ system and better housing.73  In 

1948 the Commonwealth established a committee to study conditions in 

the Darwin camps.  The recommendations were largely ignored and 

although some maintenance was undertaken, conditions remained poor 

until 1950, when Darwin’s new housing began construction.   

 

By the 1950s it was clear that Darwin had been left behind in the national 

post-war building boom, with poor quality and insufficient building 

materials exacerbating the many problems faced by the Department of 

Works and Housing.74  Trained building workers were scarce and so the 

established Greek builders quickly brought additional family members to 

the Northern Territory to help in the reconstruction work.  These families 

were amongst the fortunate few to have reasonable housing.75  

Prefabricated aluminium framed Hawksley houses were built in Stuart 

                                                 
70 Devitt et al, Under the Mango Tree, p.61.  Life in the ex-Army camps for Darwin families is also 
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Park during the early 1950s.  The houses included few concessions to the 

climate.  Severe design deficiencies became apparent and were reported 

very early by occupants.76  Although very basic, privately built homes of 

the 1950s provided more comfort than experienced by those continuing to 

live in temporary accommodation at places like Vesteys.  Government 

employees lived mainly in hostels, with most married men unable to 

bring their families to Darwin due to accommodation problems.77  Some 

government workers lived in the hutted camps, built for military or 

civilian personnel during the war, like the No.3 town camp, officially the 

Cavenagh Street Hostel, colloquially known as ‘Belsen’.  Conditions at 

these camps provided a continuing source of protest.78 

 

 

Picture 28.  Hut in Belsen Camp, 1940s, PH 0238/0541 Spillett Collection, NTLIS. 
 

Jim Alexander came to the Northern Territory in 1952 to join the Police 

Force.  He described the different standards of housing then available in 

Darwin: 

The more fortunate lived in pre-war, colonial-style bungalows 
which had wide, bamboo-slatted verandahs and were built on 
concrete piles or stilts, both for coolness and for protection 
against the ravages of termites.  The less fortunate lived in 
corrugated iron and fibro-cement buildings left over from the 
wartime Army occupation…scattered around the bush were 
various old Army camps now occupied by ‘squatter’ families.79 
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Personal histories like Alexander’s attest to poor housing for most in the 

Northern Territory, with at least one journalist recording that a lot of 

Darwin housing required demolishing.  The returning civilian population 

continued to make pragmatic use of available structures.  In all the 

Northern Territory’s urban areas too, racial boundaries remained, 

separating Indigenous and non-Indigenous residents. 

 

Pastoral stations and Army Settlements 
 

Descriptions abound of the destitute conditions that some pastoralists and 

rural workers endured.  Surveys, government reports and personal 

memoirs all show that, at best, basic shelter was built on most pastoral 

stations, with more comfortable living conditions enjoyed by the very 

few.80  The continuation of local Indigenous groups’ land settlement 

practices, interpreted as Aboriginal camping on pastoral stations, was 

attributed to South Australian legislation that enabled Aborigines to 

access all pastoral leases.81  Descriptions of Aboriginal camps situated 

around early station homesteads were of ‘humpies of grass and bark and 

rusty tin…within a background of pandanus palm and tattered paper 

barks.’82  Similarly, settlement of pastoral stations relied on ad hoc 

building of facilities as time, money and materials were available.  

Initially make-shift housing of local materials was later ‘strengthened 

with corrugation iron…’.  In a letter forwarding the 1935 General Report 

of the Northern Territory Leases Investigation Committee it was noted 

that few leases had 

wasted capital on house and home comfort, in fact many of 
them are living under most primitive conditions, the houses 
consisting of bushes and a few sheets of galvanised iron.83 
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Conditions for both owners or managers and their employees were 

described in detail in the report.  Alexandria Station was typical of 

stations of its size with a three roomed house with verandah, bachelors’ 

quarters, a men’s hut and separate, lower standard Aboriginal quarters.  

While the non-Aboriginal employees’ rooms were 12 foot square, the 

Aboriginal huts were eight foot by six foot.84 

 

 
Picture 29.  Alexandria Station general view of buildings, 2004/00263918, M4435/5, NAA. 

 

At other, smaller stations it was observed that while the buildings were of 

solid construction, they were ‘very primitive’, with it noted that it was a 

‘bachelor’s quarters and looks like it.’  Sometimes no buildings were 

cited for Aboriginal workers, despite there being perhaps 12 Aboriginal 

workers and their families.85 

 

Ronald and Catherine Berndts’ mid 1940s survey undertaken for the 

Australian Investment Agency showed that living conditions for 

Aboriginal workers on pastoral stations 

were appalling and…the attitude of stations managers, together 
with the lack of any meaningful government presence in the 
remote areas, made the possibility of improvement highly 
unlikely.86 

 
The Berndts’ survey was a unique attempt to independently observe and 

record Aboriginal life on the stations, including the employment 

conditions of Aboriginal workers in the north west of the Northern 

                                                 
84 Ibid. 
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Territory.87  The Berndts cited ‘implacable self-interest of the employers 

of Aboriginal labour’ as the principal reason for few improvements in 

Aborigines’ living conditions on pastoral stations.88  Conditions for 

Aborigines at Wave Hill were described as typical of those on a lot of 

pastoral stations: 

…huts…chiefly of old pieces of corrugated iron and ranged 
from the bush-shelter type of the desert people to a more 
European-style of various heights and sizes – some of which 
were not high enough to allow a person to stand upright…The 
dwellings suffered from an acute shortage of material.  People 
put up fairly substantial and solid frameworks, but the odd 
scraps of available material, particularly tin, were not adequate 
to cover them.  Some of the huts were divided into two rooms, 
but most had only one.89 

 
In addition, most families built shade structures of green branches and 

supported on four corner posts.  There was a preference for sleeping 

outside to escape the ‘hot stuffiness of the huts.’ 90  At other stations 

Aboriginal employees lived in ‘corrugated iron humpies’, which lacked 

privacy and shade.  Other, more temporary, Aboriginal workers 

established camps away from homesteads.  No toilet facilities were 

provided for either group.  Usually, homestead toilets’ contents were 

buried on a slope beside the Aboriginal camp.91 

 

 
Picture 30.  Aboriginal camp at Hamilton Downs 1934, 
2004/00263918, M4435/674, NAA 2004/00263918. 

 

The Northern Territory administration also received similar reports of 

conditions for Aboriginal workers on pastoral stations from a patrol 
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officer detailing similar findings to the Berndts survey.92  Charles Rowley 

noted that pastoralists and the Northern Territory administration were 

interdependent and that this impacted on the administration taking action 

to improve conditions for Aborigines.93  While Ministers made annual 

visits to the Territory, the sense of danger and hardship in these trips 

meant that Ministers and advisors more readily joined in the ‘camaraderie 

of the white pioneer’ than seeking any experience of Aboriginal living 

conditions.94 

 

After the bombing of Darwin in 1942 the two existing Army controlled 

Aboriginal labour camps at Darwin and Jay Creek, just outside Alice 

Springs, were added to by camps along the Stuart Highway.  During the 

war around 1,000 Aborigines lived in these camps, becoming a valuable 

labour force, that freed troops for other purposes.95  Aboriginal men 

under European supervision constructed accommodation at the Army 

settlements, which were weatherproof and large enough for their use.  

The style of building was usually the same but used local materials.  The 

huts were noticeably larger and better designed and built than any 

previously available for Aborigines.96  In addition to the better housing, 

showers, toilets and laundries were provided and enthusiastically used.97 

 

In 1945 the Acting Director of Native Affairs, V.G. Carrington, provided 

a report on conditions for Aborigines on pastoral stations, stating that 

accommodation, other than non-descript wurlies erected by 
native themselves, was practically non-existent as also were 
sanitary arrangements and bathing and washing facilities.98 
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Carrington’s report led to a 1947 conference between the Commonwealth 

government and pastoralists, from which agreement was reached to 

improve Aboriginal living conditions on pastoral stations.  Changes to 

wages and accommodation were included in drafted Regulations to the 

Aboriginals Ordinance.99  Agreement from the conference and 

Carrington’s report, as published in the Northern Standard, included a 

doubling of wages and the requirement of construction of shelters for 

Aboriginal workers on pastoral stations.100  However, clauses were also 

included that meant neither improvement would be fulfilled, with shelter 

and ablution facilities building only required to use local materials.  

Reports of patrols conducted by Native Affairs Branch officers after the 

1947 conference in the area earlier surveyed by them and the Berndts 

showed that little had changed ‘other than some buildings and the 

introduction of rudimentary sanitation.’101   

 

At the end of the war, the Native Affairs Branch needed to relocate 

Aborigines from the Army’s camps.  Most did not want to leave the 

centres they had lived in during the war.  From this time the Branch 

began to establish settlements as outlined in the ‘New Deal’.  Part of 

McEwen’s pre-war Aboriginal policy announcement was that pastoral 

stations would train Aboriginal males of mixed descent for a ‘settled life’ 

and prevent further movement of Aborigines to towns.102  In addition to 

being an acknowledged anthropological advisor to the Commonwealth, 

A.P. Elkin also advised some Northern Territory Administration officers 

on the practical implementation of government policy.103  Elkin was in 

close contact with the two heads of the Native Welfare Branch, E.W.P. 

Chinnery and his successor F.H. Moy, and pressed his concern about 

Aboriginal conditions on pastoral stations.  Elkin and Chinnery 
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maintained that if employment conditions for Aboriginal pastoral workers 

could be improved, dependents living in camps could be moved to 

settlements.104  Elkin saw improved living conditions as helping 

Aboriginal people attain ‘those essentials of civilisation…a balanced diet, 

health measures, and an economic interest in what they do.’105  However, 

writers have noted that ‘Europeans had vested interests in resisting efforts 

to improve conditions of employment of Aborigines.’106 

 
Many old Army camps were considered unsuitable for settlements as they 

were too close to towns.  Chinnery considered that settlements should: 

… stop the drift of natives into the towns: to provide water 
where required on the aboriginal reserve; to make the reserves 
habitable and more attractive to the people who live in 
them…107 

 
Elkin envisioned the Berndts’ survey providing advice ‘of a good 

Aboriginal settlement or several of them…’.108  The company did not 

accept the Berndts’ findings or seriously consider their recommendations. 

On improving living conditions, it was argued that ‘the nomadic habits of 

the aboriginal’ meant that there was no desire for ‘certain housing’.  In 

1946 some agreement was reached on the condition that the Department 

of Native Affairs provide additional funding.109  In 1949 regulations 

governing Aboriginal living conditions were contained in the Aboriginals 

(Pastoral Industry) Regulations.110 
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Picture 31.  McDonald Downs station homestead, L17481, NAA. 

 

The changing conditions for pastoral lease holders and pastoral station 

workers were described by one woman in the 1950s when some of the 

station buildings consisted of large, corrugated iron Sidney Williams 

huts: 

The guest quarters occupied another, separate building and 
included a dining room with an ant bed floor…The homestead 
itself was located in front of the storeroom, one corner of which 
was partitioned off by another tin wall which did not reach the 
ceiling.  This corner housed a shower and a wash basin… 
 
The Aborigines’ camp was located away from the 
homestead…consisting of a group of humpies which were 
replaced with metal huts in the 1950s when the stations were 
required to provide permanent housing for their Aboriginal 
staff…111 

 
The question of funding underlay any changes in conditions for 

Aborigines.  After the war, McEwen acknowledged that funding for 

Aboriginal needs fell short of what was needed and that this affected the 

government’s ability to put changes into place.112  In a time honoured 

fashion Aborigines ‘made-do’ by constructing shelters of discarded 

galvanised iron or of other available materials.113  One of the 

consequences of the Aboriginal living conditions on pastoral stations 

including lack of basic services was that Aborigines were unfamiliar with 

the key aspects of European society that distinguished it from Aboriginal 

                                                 
111 Interview 40, 17-18 June 1997; cited in Clark, ‘A Means to an End’, pp.260-4. 
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society, and on which Aboriginal success at assimilation was to be 

judged.114 

 

Missions and Reserves 
 

Inspection reports show that mission and reserve living conditions 

changed little prior to the war due to lack of money and trained staff to 

build the facilities required.115  Conditions for the missionaries also 

consisted of rudimentary housing, with missionaries acquiring or 

developing bush building and mud brick making skills as they were 

needed.116  By the late 1930s three Methodist missions existed in eastern 

Arnhem Land at Umbakumba, Yirrkala, and a Flying Boat Base at Port 

Langdon.  The Anglican Church Missionary Society missionaries also 

continued to work at Emerald River on Groote Eylandt, despite the 

official view that the work was of little value.117  In addition there was a 

Catholic mission at Bathurst Island, north of Darwin and a Lutheran one 

at Hermannsburg in Central Australia.  Dwellings at Hermannsburg in the 

1930s were described as grass huts with a few people living in permanent 

dwellings but with separate space for ‘visitors’ not unlike those on 

pastoral stations: 

On a typical mission the children were housed in dormitories, 
the church-going adults in a camp within mission precincts, and 
the heathens, when they paid a visit, in camps on the 
perimeter.118 

 
 

In 1933 an inquiry found conditions at the Anglican Roper River Mission 

‘were most unsatisfactory’, and added to earlier concerns about the 

condition of mission buildings.  The Chief Protector of Aborigines 

wanted to make subsidies to mission conditional on each mission 

achieving satisfactory standards, however was not supported by the 

government. 119  As most missions received only £200 from available 
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annual funding of £1,300, it would have been realised that it was 

impossible to require higher standards.120 

 

Prior to the Second World War, missions operated without ‘outside 

audit’121 and yet they did the most with limited resources to establish 

settled communities.122  Perhaps attesting to this, in 1936-7 the 

anthropologist Donald Thomson criticised the institutionalised life of 

missions in reporting on Arnhem Land conditions.123   Yolngu warriors 

killing of Japanese fishermen and the following outcry focussed attention 

on the region and the missionaries’ role.124  As elsewhere in the Northern 

Territory, conditions did not dramatically improve in the decade 

following the Second World War.  In 1947 poor Aboriginal living 

conditions in missions were recorded by one Arnhem Land patrol officer. 

...I was approached on numerous occasions by natives who 
claimed that they were given insufficient clothing, food and 
tobacco for the work they did and that their living conditions 
were inadequate...Two lubras cooked and cleaned for the 
Mission staff.  Both had been taught to read and write at the 
Mission, but when I inquired where they slept, one of them 
replied, 'Up under that tree’.125 

 
 

In Alice Springs, a block of land adjacent to the Bungalow became 

associated with the Roman Catholic church in 1935, when people 

camping at the site were told about the establishment of a school, known 

as the Little Flower Mission.126  The mission was moved outside town in 

1937 to a place along the Charles River.  In February 1937 there were 

113 Aborigines at the mission and by February 1941 there were 221.127  

By 1940 there were three Aboriginal permanent camps in the Alice 

Springs area, Hermannsburg, Jay Creek and the Little Flower Mission.  In 

1942 the Little Flower Mission was moved to Arltunga, where a mission 

reserve was granted.  The people at this site were eventually moved to 
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Santa Teresa as there was insufficient water at Arltunga.128  Plans to 

develop Jay Creek into a settlement that would attract Aboriginal people 

from fringe camping around Alice Springs never came to fruition due to 

lack of funds and water.129  One reason for the failure to develop many of 

the small Central Australian reserves was that the pastoral stations had 

the best land with access to water and therefore governments had to rely 

on uncertain water supplies.  In 1938 Cook complained about Jay Creek 

that there were no funds for buildings or staff.130 

 

From 1939, governments increasingly sought the missions’ 

cooperation.131  After the war, continuing poor conditions at missions 

meant that pastoralists could compare conditions on stations with those at 

missions and thereby justify continued poor housing and living 

conditions.132  Under the assimilation policy, missions assumed an 

important role for the implementation of government policy.  Increased 

subsidies aided this.  In the late 1940s the total mission subsidy was 

£2,700, however by 1954-5 it had grown to £166,244.133  Aboriginal 

assimilation from the 1950s was predicated on Aborigines being trained 

to learn ‘behaviours which made them acceptable to white society.’134  It 

was recognised that for assimilation to work conditions on settlements 

and missions had to improve and housing had to be of a higher 

standard.135  It was, nonetheless, difficult to ascertain what constituted the 

required housing standard when ‘No-one, from the white superintendent 

to Aboriginal ward, enjoyed ideal housing or sanitation…’.136 
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One of the few examples of the Native Affairs Branch establishing 

trading posts, in lieu of actual reserves or additional funding of a mission, 

was at the site that became known as Maningrida.  The continued 

movement of people from the Liverpool River area of Arnhem Land was 

noted in Darwin after the Second World War.  This caused the Native 

Affairs Branch to establish a trading station to help stop the population 

‘drift’.  Due to extreme shortage of funds in the Native Affairs Branch 

approval was given to establish a trading post.  It was hoped that this 

post, which was an alternative to the missions elsewhere in the region, 

would encourage Aborigines to stay in the area and trade goods.  No 

funding was provided other than for the salaries of the two Native Affairs 

Branch staff involved.137  The patrol officer responsible for establishing 

the post, Jack Doolan, described the permanent camp being established 

on an elevated position a few hundred yards from the beach and close to 

the permanent spring, known as Maningrida.138  A house of local 

materials, built by Aboriginal people, helped to provide evidence of the 

post’s permanency.139  In 1957 the Welfare Branch settlement of 

Maningrida was established. 

 

The living conditions described in this chapter demonstrate significant 

under-investment in the Northern Territory in comparison with other 

parts of Australia.  Low housing numbers and standards were consistent 

across the Territory, with perhaps only Darwin and Alice Springs public 

servants and the more successful pastoralists the exceptions to the rule.  

Racial boundaries were clear in towns and in less populated areas, with 

Aborigines continuing to live in sub-standard, unhealthy conditions.  

Where changes occurred, as in the Alice Springs’ camps, they were made 

in response to public opinion rather than in the interests of improving 

living conditions. 

                                                 
137 Doolan, The Founding of Maningrida, pp.1-2. 
138 Ibid, p.4. 
139 Ibid, pp.6-7. 



 165 

CHAPTER THREE 
 

Workers’ Housing Schemes? 
 

I think these people are entitled to something better than such 
temporary expedients and makeshifts.  After all, they are full 
citizens of the Commonwealth, entitled to votes and other 
rights and, as I have already stated, the great majority are 
steady, hardworking men and women.1 

 
 

In Chapter Three of Part 1, the establishment of the Chief Protector’s 

initial ‘half-caste’ housing scheme in Darwin was discussed in detail.  

The scheme Cook had proposed was for poor ‘half-castes’ no longer 

under the control of the Chief Protector.2  Before the scheme was 

approved, the Minister expressed concern about the cost being met 

entirely by loan and the rental rates allowed for loan repayment.3  

Therefore, the scheme was limited to those able to maintain the required 

payment rates.4  Eight dwellings were completed and occupied by 1934, 

at a cost of approximately £1,200.5  The scheme’s administration 

remained a bone of contention between the Chief Protector and the Chief 

Clerk and Accountant, two of the three member board appointed to 

manage it.  Issues relating to unpaid rent, tenancies and lack of 

management board meetings continued to be the main points of 

communication between the two branches, sometimes added to by the 

Auditor’s interest.6  While approval was given in 1937 for a further eight 

houses, as higher standard houses were to be built, only four were 

constructed. 7  No consideration was given to the scheme’s extension to 

other centres, or of commencing a ‘rural housing scheme’, even for 

                                                 
1 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter from Administrator to Secretary Department of the Interior, 6 
November 1944. 
2 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Administrator, 2 
February 1932. 
3 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum from Secretary 
Department of Home Affairs, 24 February 1932. 
4 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Telegram to Administrator, 7 May 
1932, and Memorandum from Secretary, 20 May 1932. 
5 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Completion return, 19 April 1934. 
6 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Chief Protector, 7 
May 1935, Minutes from W.E. Barrett to the Chief Clerk and Accountant, 27 April, 1 August 1935. 
7 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum from Secretary, 7 May 
1937, 31/5/37. 



 166 

returned soldiers with an ‘entitlement’ to housing.8  In 1941 following the 

compulsory acquisition of five of the original ‘half-caste’ houses, the 

Director of Native Affairs sought other available land to rebuild the 

houses.  At this time he also sought reservation of land previously set 

aside for further, similar housing in 1932.9  In June 1941 five houses were 

moved and re-built at a cost of £600.10 

 

Early in 1947, the Acting Secretary of the Department of the Interior, 

H.A. Barrenger, sought information on Aboriginal and mixed descent 

Aborigines’ accommodation requirements in towns.11  The Director of 

Native Affairs, F.H. Moy, reported that up to 120 houses were needed 

immediately for ‘half-castes’.  He asserted that with natural population 

increase and ‘possible drift to Darwin’ there would be increased housing 

demand.  Moy proposed that the Administrator meet the ‘half-caste’ 

community to discuss a ‘communal Settlement’.12  The proposal for 

special districts surprised the Government Secretary, who pointed out that 

it was contrary to Government policy.13  The Administrator’s personal 

opinion was for segregation and he put the case ‘from a purely white 

point of view’ as: 

…residents of Darwin would be incensed if halfcastes were 
allowed to build or if the Government built for them, houses 
alongside and generally mixed with a normal building area.  I 
feel that these people would be right, as it is normal that other 
halfcastes, and in cases aboriginals and foreign people, visit 
halfcaste houses and establishments, which establishment 
would later probably have a rather bad name in that area.14 

 
He also sought Canberra’s participation in receiving expert opinion from 

the United Nations, anthropologists like A.P. Elkin and from other parts 

                                                 
8 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Letter responding to request for 
housing assistance from E.G. McPherson, 10 June 1937. 
9 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memoranda to the Administrator, 3 
January 1941. 
10 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Completion return, 3 June 1941. 
11 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Administrator, 9 
January 1947. 
12 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Government 
Secretary, 18 February 1947. 
13 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Administrator, 11 
March 1947. 
14 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Secretary 
Department of Interior, 13 March 1947. 
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of the world dealing with similar populations.  He was particularly 

interested in receiving direction on the Commonwealth’s policy in 

regards to the housing of ‘halfcastes’.15  The Minister agreed to establish 

a separate living area and Department of Works and Housing’s assistance 

was sought on housing designs.16  Several months later the Director of 

Native Affairs signalled a change from ideas of a segregated area to 

offering Aboriginal families of mixed descent ‘a place in the community’.  

Noting that Aboriginal mixed descent families were permanent long term 

Darwin residents and that there was reliance on their labour, Moy argued 

that the families should be treated as ‘ordinary basic wage earner[s].’17  In 

late September the Administrator argued for a reversal of the previous 

decision on segregating Aboriginal families of mixed descent in separate 

communities.18 

 

This chapter examines post-war housing schemes for mixed descent 

Aborigines in Alice Springs over the decade from the mid 1940s.  The 

approach taken at this time, and earlier in Darwin, to such schemes and 

their implementation highlights the different views in the schemes.   

 

Rainbow Town 
 

In September 1943 the Anglican Rector of Alice Springs, P. McD. Smith, 

wrote directly to the Minister for Interior, J.S. Collings, to plead on 

behalf of ‘half caste people…for some sort of housing scheme in Alice 

Springs.’  He acknowledged that the Native Affairs Branch was also 

concerned about ‘the plight of these unfortunate people, most of whom 

live in hovels.’  Smith argued that the Northern Territory administration 

had resumed land used by Afghan and Aboriginal people of mixed 

descent to build dwellings, exacerbating the already overcrowded and 

                                                 
15 Ibid. 
16 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Administrator, 28 
March 1947. 
17 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Memorandum to Government 
Secretary, 22 August 1947. 
18 NAA  Darwin  F1 1948/81  Half-Caste Housing Policy Darwin, Draft memorandum to Secretary, 19 
September 1947, Memorandum to Secretary 26 September 1947. 
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unhealthy housing of many Alice Springs residents.  The administration’s 

release of land came with conditions that most Alice Springs people 

could not meet.  Smith called for a government sponsored housing 

scheme.19  The Northern Territory’s Administrator, C.L.A. Abbott, also 

pressed the Department of the Interior to fund ‘half-caste’ housing in 

Alice Springs.  Abbott stated that people had been dispossessed of 

‘Rainbow Town’, an area on the banks of the Todd River where 

Aborigines of mixed descent lived for an extended period.  He 

maintained that the town’s housing problems were caused by the large 

number of military personnel camped in and around the town and who 

used all the available amenities. 20 

 

When leases north of Heavitree Gap were surrendered, the land was 

subdivided and granted to the former occupants of ‘Rainbow Town’ on 

the condition they build satisfactory houses within a year.  Due to a 

building material shortage it was agreed ‘temporary shacks’ were 

acceptable for the first six months.21  Abbott asked the Allied Works 

Council to design a ‘small, reasonably cheap house such as erected in 

Darwin’.  The estimated cost of the plan was £300 and approval was 

sought to build 22 houses.  It was proposed that annual rent of £37 be 

paid for the houses, which would see principal and interest paid and result 

in the houses being the tenants’ properties in 10 years.  B.C.G. (Beni) 

Burnett’s plan shows a one bedroom cottage with large living area, a 

verandah, shower and laundry.22 

 

 

                                                 
19 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 

– Alice Springs (1943-1954), letter to Minister for the Interior, 14 September 1943. 
20 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), letter to Secretary, Department of the Interior, 26 August 1943. 
21 ibid.  
22 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), Drawings for Proposed Type Cottage for Half Caste Area Alice Springs, 
25 August 1943. 
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Picture 32.  Proposed ‘half-castes’ cottage, Plan prepared 
25 August 1943, NAA Canberra A518 AH241/6/6. 

 

The Secretary of the Department of the Interior supported Abbott’s 

scheme.  The proposal was discussed directly with the Minister during a 

visit to Alice Springs, with the Secretary noting that the Minister wanted 

to push strongly to build the houses.23  Treasury approval to spend £6,000 

from that year’s authorisations meant the housing’s construction could be 

planned.24   

 

A report from both the municipal and health inspectors in 1944 

highlighted that 109 adults and 169 ‘coloured’ children were living in 

housing unfit for humans.25  The report summarised that an ‘obvious 

solution to the whole situation is a Government controlled housing 

scheme at a moderate rental.’26  The Allied Works Council was also 

having difficulty in receiving tenders within the stipulated price for 

                                                 
23 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), handwritten note, 18 November 1943. 
24 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), contained in Memorandum, 29 December 1943. 
25 NAA  Darwin  F1 1944/389  Inspection of Sub-Normal Dwellings – Town of Alice Springs, 
Memorandum to Administrator from Municipal Inspector and Army Health Inspector, 8 June 1944. 
26 NAA  Darwin  F1 1944/389  Inspection of Sub-Normal Dwellings – Town of Alice Springs, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 24 June 1944. 
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Abbott’s scheme.  In addition, growing pressure from other Alice Springs 

residents forced the reconsideration of the proposed housing.27 

 

The Gap 
 

At this time the Allied Works Council was developing a design for 74 

building blocks in Alice Springs that would require the surrender or 

acquisition of miscellaneous leases.  In addition, tenders for 22 houses at 

the Gap for ‘half-caste’ families had been called.  One Lands and Survey 

Branch officer, J.J. Driver, estimated that 35 ‘non-European extraction’ 

families, or 169 people of the 278 reported as living in squalor, would 

need to be assisted ‘by some Departmental scheme’.  It was believed that 

the remaining 109 people would be catered for by private enterprise when 

private building work commenced.  Therefore it was argued that another 

14 houses were urgently needed ‘and possibly the one constructional 

authority could erect the lot.’28  Driver also maintained that the existing 

‘half-caste cottages’ plan was too small to house the large families for 

which it was designed.29 

 

The families’ existing housing was acknowledged as being extremely 

poor without hygiene and sanitation and that it was impossible for the 

people to improve or build their own housing.  The Administrator argued 

that the cottages needed to be built of stronger material and ‘more 

control…exercised if these houses were rented and not sold.’30  The 

proposed amendments meant that the new estimated cost for each house 

would be £550 and rented for 12s 6p a week, allowing for repayment in 

25 to 30 years.31  The Secretary, in recommending the amended scheme 

                                                 
27 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Submission to Secretary Department of Interior, 21 September 1944. 
28 NAA  Darwin  F1 1944/389  Inspection of Sub-Normal Dwellings – Town of Alice Springs, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 27 July 1944. 
29 NAA  Darwin  F1 1944/389  Inspection of Sub-Normal Dwellings – Town of Alice Springs, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 27 July 1944. 
30 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter from Administrator to Secretary Department of the Interior, 1 
August 1944. 
31 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), Letter from Administrator to Secretary Department of the Interior, 21 
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to the Minister, noted that while it was unsatisfactory that the tender was 

60 percent above the estimate, the scheme was needed to satisfactorily 

house people.  Estimates of anticipated economic return to the 

Commonwealth through either rental income or repayments may have 

helped in gaining approval of the plan.32  The Minister approved the 

amended scheme in August 1944, however further delays occurred 

because Treasury maintained that the housing could be provided for less 

cost by adapting Army huts.  Stating that Treasury’s suggestion would be 

uneconomical and produce unsatisfactory housing,33  the Administrator 

argued for the cottages’ erection as originally suggested.34  Following 

Treasury agreement to additional expenditure of £13,400, 24 semi-

detached houses of concrete brick were built over two years in the area 

that became known as the Gap Settlement.35  The completed cost of the 

housing was close to the approved £20,000.36 

 

In May 1951, the Secretary of the Department of the Interior, C.R. 

Lambert, questioned the appropriateness of continued maintenance 

spending on the ‘segregated’ housing at the Gap when Government 

policy was moving to assimilation.  Ongoing difficulty in maintaining the 

Gap housing was attributed to the Department of Works and Housing’s 

inability to meet the growing demand for Commonwealth housing.37  

                                                                                                                                            
September 1944.  In this recommendation the Secretary calculated that the proposed rent for 36 
cottages would be £1,000 return per annum. 
32 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), Secretary’s recommendation added to letter from Administrator to 
Secretary Department of the Interior, 14 August 1944. 
33 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (1943-1954), Letter from Administrator to Secretary Department of the Interior, 6 
November 1944. 
34 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter from Administrator to Secretary Department of the Interior, 25 
November 1944. 
35 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Works Completion Return 7 November 1947, cited in ‘Precis of the 
History of the Halfcaste Housing Scheme at the Gap Settlement’, undated but included in a review of 
living conditions for ‘halfcastes’ in Alice Springs, November 1952. 
36 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), ‘Precis of the History of the Halfcaste Housing Scheme at the Gap 
Settlement’. 
37 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter from Secretary Department of the Interior to the  Administrator, 
14 May 1951. 
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Following telephone discussion between Lambert and Wise, Lambert 

recorded that it was agreed that owing to ongoing need the settlement 

would be required for some time.  However, it was not planned to extend 

the scheme or the settlement, rather just to undertake repairs and 

maintenance.38  The Minister agreed to this, adding: 

The major objectives of our policy must govern all 
administrative action and temporary expedients avoided as far 
as possible.  We have to stop patching up and start building 
something that will last.39 

 
In August 1951 Minister Hasluck met representatives of the Alice 

Springs Progress Association when one representative, Jim Bowditch, 

raised the Gap Settlement’s poor living conditions.  Concern was 

expressed about the lack of roads, electricity and transport, that the 

housing was dirty and overcrowded and rent charged was higher than rent 

for some government houses.40  Advice to the Minister agreed that the 

original idea of a segregated settlement at the Gap was ‘ill-advised’ with 

the ‘maisonette type of dwellings’ constructed being ‘sub-standard and 

unsuitable’.  It was stated that in the future ‘coloured people should be 

encouraged to take up residence in the normal residential parts of’ Alice 

Springs and participate with the rest of the community in a rental housing 

scheme being planned.  The proposal was to construct houses ‘throughout 

the settled portions of the Territory generally for rental to approved 

tenants…’.41 

 

Following repeated requests for a suggested house design and cost 

estimate, the Department of Works and Housing stated that unless 

construction funding was available, it would not prepare estimates.42  

                                                 
38 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Secretary Department of the Interior file note, 21 June 1951. 
39 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), hand written noted on Secretary’s file note, 21 June 1951. 
40 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Secretary Department of Territories, 29 October 1951, Notes of Interview between members of the 
Alice Springs Progress Association and the Minister, also Notes of interview between the Minister and 
the Member for the Legislative Council, 30 August 1951. 
41 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter to Secretary Department of the Interior, 18 November 1951. 
42 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Director of Works, 24 April 1952. 
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Continued pressure also needed to be placed on the Department of Works 

and Housing for a previously requested estimate for preparation of a 

residential subdivision to alleviate the overcrowding at the Gap 

Settlement.43  The Director of Native Affairs in seeking support for the 

work, commented that it was time that municipal services, like roads and 

footpaths, were provided in the settlement, as had been done in all other 

residential areas of Alice Springs.44  Similar debates occurred about 

fencing, sewage improvement, electricity and procedural repairs and 

maintenance to the houses.  The delay and debate about the work usually 

emanated from the Department of Works and Housing.  The proposal for 

a new drainage system to remove effluent was one such example, with an 

urgent request made by the Deputy Director of Health, early in October 

1952.45  It was not until November that the Department of Works and 

Housing agreed that the drainage system was unsatisfactory and the 

installation of a new system would be investigated.46 

 

This did nothing to alleviate the settlement’s deteriorating conditions, 

which the Administrator once again raised with the Director of Native 

Affairs following representations from the Deputy Director Health. 

Dr. Welton pointed out that not many months ago, when he 
visited one of the premises to attend a sick patient, sixteen 
people were in one room and eight in the adjoining room of a 
two room cottage.  There is little prospect of these people 
becoming decent citizens and, indeed, under those conditions 
could be expected to emerge into community life, excepting 
under very sub-standard circumstances.47 

 
The living conditions of the Aboriginal population of mixed descent in 

the Alice Springs area were set out in a memorandum to the 

Administrator from the Director of the Native Affairs Branch, F.H. 

                                                 
43 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Director of Native Affairs, 9 May 1952. 
44 NAA  Darwin  F1  1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to 
the Chief Clerk, 13 August 1952. 
45 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Government Secretary, 8 October 1952. 
46 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Government Secretary, 5 November 1952. 
47 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Administrator, 11 November 1952. 
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Moy.48   Including the Gap settlement and Charles Bore, the Lutheran 

Mission Block, and Kenna’s block, Moy provided detailed descriptions of 

housing and living conditions for a total of 54 families, or nearly 200 

people.  Intense overcrowding was evident at the Gap Settlement, with 

poor sewerage contributing to the squalor.  In other areas a living 

standard similar to that of ‘primitive aborigines’ was noted, together with 

a ‘lack of effort of the people to improve their lot’.  Moy recommended 

the installation of pan clearance for sewerage and improving sullage 

disposal; £4,000 to improve living conditions in existing dwellings; and 

spending £50,000 to provided individual housing units for ‘the better 

class families’.49 

 

Perhaps in desperation too get some action, the Administrator, Frank 

Wise, linked the settlement’s unhealthy living conditions with the wider 

Alice Springs community: 

The threat to the health of the whole of the community of Alice 
Springs is perhaps the most serious part of this problem.  When 
it is considered that filthy infected sullage is oozing from the 
ground not many feet away from where families reside and in 
the ground where fifty or sixty young children play all day and 
on the site from which many people emerge to work – even in 
cafes – the seriousness of the situation can be imagined.  In 
addition, there are many children from these dreadful 
habitations going to school with hundreds of white children.50 

 
Wise may have also sent a copy of his letter direct to the Minister, in 

addition to the usual Departmental protocols, as the Minister directed the 

Secretary to undertake ameliorative action to remedy ‘disgraceful’ 

conditions at the Gap.  The Minister authorised Wise to publicly 

announce plans for drainage and alterations to existing buildings and 

anticipated that he would approve Wise’s plan to divert funding from the 

works program to ensure action was taken.  He directed the Department 

to use the ‘strongest possible measures’ to erect an additional 24 houses 

                                                 
48 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), 26 November 1952. 
49 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), 26 November 1952. 
50 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter to Secretary Department of the Interior, 28 November 1952. 
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dispersed around Alice Springs.51  The Secretary saw the Minister’s 

directions as approval in principle of an extension to the housing program 

and therefore sought funding for land and additional housing.52  A press 

statement issued on 3 December 1952 states that work to improve 

drainage and make additions to existing dwellings in the Gap Settlement 

were being undertaken and that further work was being considered by the 

Minister.53 

 

A report on ‘half-castes’ living conditions in Alice Springs described 

conditions at the Gap Settlement early in 1953 as mostly satisfactory, 

with about half of the cottages surrounded by gardens, following fencing 

being erected.54  The report included graphic descriptions of conditions at 

the various camps around Alice Springs, with all being recorded as 

substandard and needing urgent attention.  It was noted that there were no 

alternative places to which people could be moved but that this would be 

alleviated when the new housing was completed, which would allow 

some movement of people from camps to the old houses.  Attempts were 

made to improve the Gap Settlement,55 at the same time as continued 

monitoring of the various camps highlighted deteriorating living 

conditions.56  Effecting repairs and maintenance continued to be 

frustrated by the Department of Works not undertaking most of the 

requested work.57  A detailed report prepared in August 1953 established 

                                                 
51 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Memo to Secretary Department of the Interior, 4 December 1952. 
52 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), hand written note, 5 December 1952,  on Memo from Minister. 
53 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, ‘Alice Springs’ 
Half-Caste Settlement’, 3 December 1952, Press cuttings of the Northern Territory News, 4 December 
1952, and the Northern Standard, 5 December 1952. 
54 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum from Patrol Officer 7 January 1953. 
55 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum from District Superintendent, 14 January 1953. 
56 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum from Director Native Affairs, 5 February 1953. 
57 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Handwritten notes on Memorandum from District Superintendent, 9 February 1953 and 
Memorandum from Director Native Affairs, 17 February 1953. 
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that severe overcrowding existed at the Gap cottages, with resultant stress 

on the sewage system.58 

 

In 1953, the Aboriginals Ordinance was amended to exempt most 

Aborigines of mixed descent from its controlling and monitoring 

mechanisms.  With this change, the Gap Settlement administration more 

properly came under Northern Territory Administration’s Housing and 

Messing Officer – with conditions not unlike those for other government 

housing.59  However, with the Acting Government Secretary and the 

Acting Director of Native Affairs expressing concern that continued 

‘benevolent guidance [was needed] to help the coloured peoples at the 

Gap Settlement’, monitoring of the settlement by Native Affairs staff 

continued.60 

 
 
The East Side Subdivision 
 

In December 1952 the Minister approved the construction of another 24 

houses and directed that they be built in Alice Springs and not in the 

vicinity of the Gap.  The Minister directed that tenders be called within 

two months.61  At the same time the Administrator had received 

recommendations from the Department of Works and Housing for a 

house plan that was estimated to cost £1,510.62  The plan shows two 

bedrooms, sleep out, lounge and kitchen and included provision for an 

external laundry and toilet.  For the first time the design conformed to the 

minimum residential building requirements in Alice Springs. 63 

 

                                                 
58 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum from Acting District Superintendent, 19 August 1953. 
59 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum from Acting Chief Clerk, 2 November 1953. 
60 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/417  Inspection Reports Gap Settlement – Alice Springs – Native Affairs 
Branch, Memorandum to the Administrator, 5 November 1953. 
61 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Administrator, 10 December 1952. 
62 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Director of Works, 10 December 1952, Preliminary Print of Proposed Cottages for Half Castes, 26 
November 1952. 
63 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter to Secretary Department of Territories, 29 January 1953. 
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Picture 33.  Proposed ‘half caste’ cottages at Alice Springs, 
26 November 1952, NAA F1 1952/245 Part 1. 

 

In providing advice on available land for housing sites, the Director of 

Lands queried the ‘fitness’ of some of the families housed by the scheme 

‘to live between the average white families.’64  In the ensuing debate over 

which blocks of land to recommend to the Minister for the scheme, 

consideration was also given to a suitable house design.  The Director of 

Native Affairs noted that previously supported plans were prepared with 

a view to producing the ‘cheapest dwelling possible.’  If the houses were 

to be part of an ordinary residential area, in which other residents were 

required to build a house of not less than £2,000 value, it was argued that 

‘any building scheme sponsored by the Administration must conform.’  

An amendment to the earlier preferred plan that would increase the floor 

area was thought to make the plan suitable.65 

 

Preparation of draft site recommendations shows that considerable 

disquiet existed amongst public servants about the plan to disperse the 

                                                 
64 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Acting Government Secretary, 18 December 1952. 
65 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Acting Government Secretary, 7 January 1952, but should be 1953. 
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families amongst ‘white families’.66  The final recommendation was 

forwarded at the end of January 1953.67  A month later the Minister set 

out his intentions for the proposed housing in Alice Springs.  Five houses 

‘available to selected half-castes of a superior type’ were to be built on 

blocks on the east side and the remaining 19 houses were to be scattered 

between the northern and the southern ends of town ‘in order to achieve 

as much dispersal as possible.’  He also stated that he had discussed his 

plans with the Northern Territory’s House of Representatives Member, 

Jock Nelson, who agreed with ‘the general idea of dispersal…’68  

Partially in response to the Administrator’s concerns about the possibility 

of residents’ complaints, the Minister re-stated the policy, through the 

Secretary: 

The objections which the Administrator has raised have to be 
overcome as far as possible by the careful handling of the 
project, both as regards the white community and in the 
selection of the coloured families to live in the new houses.  It 
is fundamental to our policy to avoid segregation of any 
coloured people who have a reasonable chance of living after 
the manner of Europeans.69 

 

The Minister’s approval included a direction to the Administrator to 

handle the public relations aspects with the ‘utmost care’.70  Funding of 

£50,000 for the construction of 24 houses was provided through 

supplementary funding.71  Early in March, the Administrator raised 

concerns about possible depreciated land values in the areas where the 

housing was to be built.  He was concerned that the Minister’s decision 

that the new housing be interspersed in existing residential areas 

…will bring into the suburb now wholly occupied by whites, 
families from our half-caste citizens, with a lower standard of 
living and general behaviour.  The prejudice associated with the 
latter point is what we are endeavouring to overcome and is not 

                                                 
66 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Administrator, 8 January 1953. 
67 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Administrator, 29 January 1953. 
68 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Letter to Secretary Department of Territories, 24 February 1953. 
69 NAA  Canberra  A518  AH241/6/6  Public Works – Northern Territory - Residences for Half-Castes 
– Alice Springs (19143-1954), Memorandum to Administrator from Secretary Department of 
Territories, 17 March 1953. 
70 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, 20 February 1953. 
71 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Requisition, 3 
February 1953 and Memorandum from Secretary Department of Territories, 26 February 1953. 
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likely to be,  in my view, as serious an objection as the fact that 
they will be occupying houses costing much less than £5,000, 
which is the value of many houses of their adjoining 
neighbours.72 

 
In response the Minister amended his decision on the location of the sites, 

however continued believing that careful handling of the policy would 

alleviate most concerns.73 

 

The lowest satisfactory tender received for the houses was in excess of 

the official estimate and therefore additional funds were needed or a 

reduction in the number of houses.74  It was agreed to change the 

requisition to build 20 houses, in order to forestall any delay.75  An 

additional £10,000 to build the other four houses was sought in the 1953-

54 New Works Program.76  This approach highlighted the apparent lack 

of knowledge of the Works programming process in the Northern 

Territory Administration, and perhaps also in the Works area of the 

Northern Territory.  The Administrator’s approach required additional 

submissions to the Inter-departmental Works Committee when the 

Secretary had recommended the use of unallocated contingency funding 

to cover the additional cost.77 

 

In a handwritten note to the Director of Native Affairs, the Acting 

Director proposed fixing the rent for the houses under construction as 

‘economic rent’ would be beyond the means of most prospective 

tenants.78  It was proposed to apply the CSHA’s guiding principle of rent 

                                                 
72 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Secretary, 4 March 1953. 
73 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 1, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum to the 
Administrator, 12 March 1953. 
74 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Director of Works, 7 July 1953. 
75 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Government Secretary, 7 July 1953. 
76 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Administrator, 21 July 1953. 
77 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Secretary, 6 August 1953. 
78 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Handwritten note, 
22 October 1953 on memorandum to Director of Works, 21 October 1953. 
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not exceeding one fifth of the basic wage, or £1 10s.79  Calculations used 

for determining Administration housing rent meant rent of £3 12s.80  The 

Minister approved rent for the houses at £2 3s 6p inclusive of fixed 

charges and that electricity was to be paid directly by tenants.  A 20 

percent rebate was to be granted on rent paid within 24 hours of being 

due.81  By July 1954, 36 applications were received for the new 

housing.82  Prospective tenants were also keen to buy the houses on a 

weekly rent basis,83 as was the policy in Darwin prior to the Second 

World War.  Consideration of the housing’s allocation to a growing 

number of applications was also receiving consideration with a proposal 

… to allot the East Side houses, constructed among the 
European section, to the best types and ballot for the rest 
among the remaining suitable applicants.84 

 

In October 1954, a conversation on the policy in regard to the housing’s 

allocation occurred between the Acting Director of Native Affairs and the 

Acting District Superintendent.  A memorandum served to put this 

determined policy into writing.  While a Native Affairs Branch officer 

would continue to act as agent for the Administration and inspect the 

houses, the responsibility for the housing would ‘eventually’ transfer to 

the Accounts Officer.  Inspections would continue for another 12 months.  

The Native Affairs Branch would recommend tenants to the Accounts 

Officer and tenancy agreements would be prepared by the Accounts 

Officer.85  When selecting tenants, the housing was graded into the three 

areas of the East Side, Gap Road, and the existing Gap Settlement.  

Selection for each area was by: 

                                                 
79 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Administrator, 8 March 1954. 
80 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Assessment of 
Rental by Senior Surveyor, 10 May 1954. 
81 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Secretary, 28 May 1954. 
82 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Patrol Officer, 9 July 1954. 
83 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
Patrol Officer, 30 July 1954. 
84 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Acting District Superintendent, 13 August 1954. 
85 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Acting Director Native Affairs, 7 October 1954. 
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a) The ability of the tenants to meet all charges for rent 
etc., 

b) The potential acceptance of the tenant by the other 
residents in the particular area. 

c) The size of the family. 
d) Permanency in employment which will be an important 

factor in regard to A above.86 
 

It was noted that it was not ‘obligatory’ to have the houses occupied by 

Alice Springs families and consideration was given to transferring 

families from Garden Point and Croker Island if no local people fitted the 

stipulated categories.  The Gap Settlement’s housing was to be retained 

for ‘coloured people now living in Alice Springs under primitive and 

undesirable conditions.’87  Due to concern about the first allocations to 

the new housing, no allocation was made without the Director of Native 

Affairs’ approval.88 

 

An additional 24 houses for mixed descent Aboriginal families were built 

at this time in Alice Springs at a cost of £72,942.  Earlier discussion in 

regard to fixing rent at 7s 6p for the Darwin housing was not considered.  

The Alice Springs rent was calculated on improved value of £2,000 per 

house, putting the rent at £3 12s a week.  Rent was fixed at £2 3s 6p per 

week, which was based on a fifth of the Alice Springs basic wage less 

fixed charges on an Alice Springs house of 6s 6p per week. 

                                                 
86 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Acting Director Native Affairs, 7 October 1954. 
87 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Memorandum from 
the Acting Director Native Affairs, 7 October 1954. 
88 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/245 Part 2, Half-caste Housing scheme – Alice Springs, Handwritten note 9 
November 1954 on Memorandum from the Acting Director Native Affairs, 3 November 1954. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Responding to the need 
 

The £20,000 allowed by Treasury for Housing in the N.T. is 
dismally small and hopelessly inadequate.  It was hardly worth 
while passing the Ordinance setting up the organisation to 
manage the loans.1 

 
 

From the early 1930s a military build-up almost entirely overtook 

Darwin.  The advent of commercial aviation to Darwin, combined with 

the military and associated building, meant that during the decade leading 

into the Second World War the atmosphere there was one of ‘optimism 

and development.’2  However, in Alice Springs and Darwin the 

associated building programs struggled to meet demand and the 

Administrator condemned workers’ living conditions in his 1936 report.3  

The added comment that ‘Banks frequently did not then lend on the 

security of a house so most just made do’, summed up the situation for 

most across the Northern Territory.  By the end of the war it was reported 

that there were over 4,000 huts throughout the Northern Territory and the 

Administration was faced with considerable housing demand for a range 

of different accommodation.  The bulk of the civilian population in 

Darwin continued to camp in makeshift huts or converted Sidney 

Williams huts.4 

 

In January 1946 all freehold property and all perpetual leases within 

Darwin became Crown property.  At this time, the Northern Territory 

administration became the sole landlord of both Commonwealth and 

privately built dwellings.  In order to differentiate between the two types 

of housing, the administration decided that housing built by the 

Commonwealth would be known as government houses and only 

allocated to Commonwealth employees.  Acquired dwellings would be 

                                                 
1 NAA  Darwin  F1 1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Hand written note to the Government Secretary, 29 October 1953, on Letter to Secretary, Peko Gold 
Mines, 29 October 1953. 
2 Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary’, p.114. 
3 Department of the Interior, Report of the Administration of the Northern Territory for the period 
1935-6, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1936. 
4 Welke & Wilson, ‘Darwin Central Area Heritage Study’, p.xlii. 
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allocated to non-government employees.5  Approximately 170 private 

premises were included in the Darwin Acquisition and they were in 

varying stages of disrepair.  Most were rented to private citizens, under a 

policy of preference for former owners.  In 1947, the huts in previous 

war-time camps and another 24 dwellings from the Vesteys area were 

added to the acquired houses’ pool.  From 1948 acquired houses were 

sold to former owners and by July 1952, 24 had been sold.6  A shortage 

of building materials due to the wholesale selling of war-surplus material 

and planning uncertainty also contributed to a slow start to housing 

construction.7  Post-war construction was well underway elsewhere in 

Australia by this time but it was delayed in Darwin until 1951 when 

permanent buildings were again allowed to be constructed.  By 1953 the 

Commonwealth had completed 108 new houses and 40 flats.8 

 

In this Chapter the Administration’s response to the huge housing need 

across the Territory in the post-war period is explored through three 

examples: the introduction of  a home loan scheme, public service 

housing and a private industry attempt to gain government housing 

assistance in Tennant Creek. 

 
 
Housing Loans Ordinance 
 

In October 1946 the Administrator sought an increase in the maximum 

amount allowable under the Commonwealth Bank Act as a housing loan.  

The increase from £1,250 to £2,000 in the Northern Territory was sought 

due to additional building costs.  The Commonwealth Bank was reluctant 

to approve different loan conditions for the Northern Territory, 

                                                 
5 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1070  Northern Territory Housing Statistics, Report on the Activities of the 
Housing and Messing Section, July 1952. 
6 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1070  Northern Territory Housing Statistics, Report on the Activities of the 
Housing and Messing Section, July 1952. 
7 Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary’, p.181. 
8 Welke & Wilson, ‘Darwin Central Area Heritage Study’, pp.xvii-xviii. 
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suggesting that funds be available for a scheme like that operating in the 

Australian Capital Territory.9  The Administrator replied: 

I consider that the setting up in Darwin of a housing loan 
scheme similar to that in operation in Canberra is very 
necessary, and it appears to be exactly the scheme which 
would meet the situation in Darwin once sites become 
available.  The ACT Housing Ordinance appears very suitable 
for adoption in the Northern Territory, and once the 
Commonwealth Bank had agreed to give definite approval to 
this scheme, I agree that the drafting ordinances and 
regulations for the NT would be a very sound solution.10 

 

The Administrator’s recommendation was supported in Canberra and the 

Treasurer’s final approval meant the inauguration of a Northern Territory 

housing loan scheme.11  The Housing Loans Ordinance received formal 

assent in May 1949.  Administrative steps to commence the legislation 

however were deferred due to the need to develop a scheme to assist in 

providing housing, provided for under section 7 of the Ordinance.12  

Under the approved draft scheme the maximum loan limit was increased 

to £3,000, due to the high costs of housing building.13  However, the 

Department of the Treasury argued that it could not justify a higher loan 

limit than that allowed for under the War Services Homes Act or under 

the Australian Capital Territory’s scheme.  It was suggested that the 

Northern Territory’s draft scheme be reconsidered after the maximum 

limit for War Service Homes loans was announced in the coming 

Budget.14  Treasury officers also examined the feasibility of using the 

amortisation process that established repayment rates to also make the 

loans affordable.15 

                                                 
9 NAA  Canberra  A452 1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter to Treasurer, 
18 December 1946. 
10 NAA  Canberra  A452 1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter from 
Administrator, 4 February 1947. 
11 NAA  Canberra  A452 1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum from 
Treasury, 4 July 1947. 
12 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from the Director of Northern Territory Affairs to the Secretary, Department of the Treasury, 30 May 
1951. 
13 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from the Director of Northern Territory Affairs to the Secretary, Department of the Treasury, 30 May 
1951. 
14 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary, Department of Territories, 15 September 1951. 
15 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, contained in 
Extract of Notes of Interview with Commonwealth Public Service Association, 25 August 1951. 
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Having heard nothing further on the draft scheme, the Administrator 

pursued the matter with the Secretary, Department of Territories.16  In 

taking up the matter with Treasury, the Secretary put the Territory’s case: 

I do not agree that it would be difficult to justify a higher 
maximum loan for the Northern Territory than was available 
under the War Service Homes or ACT Scheme.  The 
conditions are very much different, both as regards cost levels 
and the necessity to encourage home building as an economic 
measure in fostering permanent settlement and development.  
If your advice to your Minister is against a higher limit of 
loan, I should be glad to hear from you in order that my 
Minister may consider whether he would like to make 
representations to the Treasurer before a decision is given.17 

 
Treasury responded that it could not support a scheme for the Northern 

Territory that  provided a maximum loan in excess of £2,000, the limit in 

other schemes.  In July 1952, Cabinet considered a strongly worded 

submission from the Minister for Territories prepared to resolve the 

housing situation in both the Northern Territory and Papua New 

Guinea.18 

 

The Minister argued that the housing for both territories’ populations was 

‘deplorable’ and needed to be improved quickly or it would affect the 

‘normal life … and plans for economic development…’  The submission 

highlighted the impossibility of attracting and retaining trained personnel 

while there was an immediate need for over 500 houses in Darwin and 

Alice Springs.  It was noted that in both territories there was practically 

no private building of houses or flats and that this was unlikely to change 

for many years.  Encouragement of private home building was considered 

desirable because of its influence on ‘creating a more stable working 

population.’  The recommendations included special provision of 

£1million for both territories’ housing and that housing authorities be 

                                                 
16 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from the Administrator, 6 November 1951. 
17 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Assistant Secretary Department of the Treasury, 19 October 1951. 
18 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Cabinet 
Submission 291, 2 July 1952. 
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authorised to borrow funds from the Commonwealth Bank under 

guarantee from the Commonwealth Government.19 

 

Cabinet’s response was to defer consideration of the matter until Budget 

considerations.20  Treasury did not support the submission for the 

previously disclosed reason but agreed to support a commencement of the 

scheme with a maximum limit of £2,000 and that on those grounds it 

would approach the Commonwealth Bank for a loan of £20,000 for the 

scheme.  On this understanding, and while not conceding the need for a 

higher limit to make the scheme a practical tool, it was recommended that 

the Minister accept Treasury’s offer.  It was considered that starting the 

scheme, although knowing it to be inadequate, would assist in building 

the case for a higher limit.21  The Administrator moved to commence the 

Ordinance in the coming year. At the same time he recognised that the 

Territory’s housing situation would not be alleviated by any housing loan 

scheme but rather the answer lay in establishing a ‘small Housing 

Commission…[to build] 600 houses over … five years.’ 22  

  

The Minister approved the housing loan scheme late in 1952, which it 

was planned to commence at the beginning of the next financial year.23  

In announcing the Government’s decision on the scheme, he also 

acknowledged that he was not satisfied with the maximum limit of 

£2,000 and was considering increasing the limit.  He also alluded to 

Government consideration of further schemes to assist in improving the 

housing situation through the construction of hundreds of houses.24  

Despite continuing negotiation between Treasury and the Department 

throughout the first half of the 1953, the Ordinance was commenced on 1 

                                                 
19 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Cabinet 
Submission 291, 2 July 1952. 
20 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Cabinet Decision 
No.467, 3 July 1952. 
21 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Minute to the 
Minister for Territories from the Secretary Department of Territories, 12 November 1952. 
22 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from the Administrator to Secretary, Department of Territories, 27 January 1953. 
23 NAA  Darwin  E68/0  DP1076  Administration Housing Loan Scheme for the Northern Territory, 
Memorandum from the Government Secretary, 2 February 1953. 
24 Northern Territory News, 5 February 1953. 
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July 1953 without the maximum limit increased.25  Continued negotiation 

over interest rates delayed the scheme’s implementation until September 

1953.26  Despite recognition that the maximum loan limit was inhibiting 

the uptake of the new loan scheme, it was not agreed to increase the limit 

on the Northern Territory’s loan scheme until 1955, when a housing loan 

limit of £2,750 was included in the 1955 CSHA.27 

 

Measuring the need 
 

When A.R. Driver succeeded C.L.A. Abbott as Administrator in June 

1946, it was noted that only 38 houses had been completed since the war 

had ceased.28  Ever changing administrative arrangements of the 

Department of Works and Housing,  interdepartmental tensions, poor 

quality and lack of building materials and lack of lucrative contracts to 

encourage builders to move to Darwin all worked against reconstruction 

policies.29   The NAWU’s letter condemning Northern Territory housing 

prompted a request for information on housing and associated matters.30  

At that time, the Northern Territory Administration held 500 housing 

applications from low income families who could not secure a town lease 

and build homes.  It was estimated that of this number, around 15 percent 

were of ‘part aboriginal abstraction’.31  The implementation of the yet to 

be approved Housing Loans Ordinance was suggested to aid the removal 

of substandard accommodation.  However, it was recognised that without 

the establishment of something like a housing commission, most on the 

                                                 
25 Northern Territory News, 22 January 1953, Northern Territory News, 24 March 1953; also NAA  
Canberra  A452  1957/3962 Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Handwritten notes up to and 
including 28 July 1953. 
26 Northern Territory News, 10 September 1953; also administrative reasons were cited in response to 
letters applying for loans, NAA Darwin  F1 1953/475  Applications for Loans under Housing Loans 
Ordinance 1949, various letters to and responses from the Housing Officers, June to August 1953. 
27 NAA  Canberra  F1  1957/3962 Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, various internal papers 
from 1954 to 1955, and Minute from Assistant Secretary, Welfare and General Services Branch to 
Minister Department of Territories, 30 March 1955. 
28 Department of the Interior, Report of the Administration of the Northern Territory for the Year 1948-
1949, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, p.4. 
29 Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary’, p.185. 
30 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Letter from Acting 
Secretary NAWU, 12 January 1951, Memorandum to the Administrator, 26 January 1951. 
31 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum from 
Housing Officer, 13 February 1951. 
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Administration’s waiting list would never be allocated a house.  The 

Housing Officer urged the allocation of houses by ballot as for southern 

housing schemes.32 

 

The Northern Territory Administration was only required to house ‘staff 

personnel’, which did not include waged, temporary employees such as 

carpenters, plumbers, mechanics or labourers.  Many employees were 

housed in Administration owned huts purchased from the Army after the 

war.  It was known that if accommodation was provided with jobs, 

‘people would come to the Territory.’  Although it was understood that 

people who could afford to build their own housing engaged local 

contractors to do so, there was little private building being undertaken.  It 

was estimated that only five percent of those needing housing could 

afford to build, with the cost of building a nine square brick house in 

Alice Springs estimated as £3,500.33 

 

Draft responses on housing need show that the Northern Territory 

Administration had difficulty in reconciling housing records with the 

known situation, particularly in Alice Springs and Darwin.  Six months 

after it was requested, the Administration detailed need for a proposed 

housing scheme.34  In addition to including exhaustive details on numbers 

of people and their housing situations, attempts were made to forecast 

housing need and employment levels.  It was noted that Darwin’s 

‘population depends entirely on the intensity of Governmental activities’ 

and that few people had settled in Darwin.  To some extent the increase in 

housing demand from tradespeople was directly linked to increased 

government building activity.  This was not expected to continue past 

five years.  The Administrator mounted a strong argument for 

government assisted workers’ housing: 

I am strongly of the opinion that housing facilities at least 
equal to those made available to people in the States, should 

                                                 
32 Ibid. 
33 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum from 
Accounts Officer, 23 February 1951. 
34 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary, 4 September 1951. 
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be provided for the Territory.  While the present practice of 
providing homes for civil servants can be justified in part by 
the assertion that this is merely an employer-employee 
arrangement, it is difficult to explain why, although the 
Commonwealth assists State Governments to build houses for 
their populations, it makes no similar provision in its own 
territories...35 

 

In October, the Housing Officer again raised the need for a housing 

scheme in the Northern Territory, akin to that operating in the states.  At 

this time he estimated that around 200 families were living in sub-

standard accommodation and that an expectation had arisen, based on the 

resumption of land after the War, that the government would eventually 

offer rental accommodation.36  The Administration viewed the Housing 

Officer’s advice seriously enough to request the Lands Branch report on 

the prospect of making new residential areas available within six 

months.37  In addition to delays in commencement of the Housing Loans 

Ordinance, enquiries about the establishment of more general housing 

scheme were reported as being still considered in the Department of the 

Treasury.38  The inability of the Darwin office of the Department of 

Works and Housing to meet the high demands placed on it also meant 

that new land in the Fannie Bay area remained unsurveyed.39 

 

The Katherine Progress Association advised of men living in makeshift 

buildings.40  The Central Council of Progress Associations also lobbied 

the Administration on the issue of home builder assistance.  In October 

1952 the Centralian Advocate reported that a private builder wanted to 

build a dozen houses for rent or purchase on the north side of the Gap 

                                                 
35 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary, 4 September 1951. 
36 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Acting Government Secretary, 3 October 1951. 
37 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Government Secretary, 17 October 1951. 
38 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, 7 December 1951. 
39 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum to the 
Administrator, 18 December 1951. 
40 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Letter from Hon. 
Secretary, 3 October 1951. 
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Road in Alice Springs.41  There was also interest in rural housing 

schemes’ applicability to the Territory.  It was, however, concluded that 

without considerable agricultural progress, housing demand was confined 

to the Territory’s towns.42  Again, in October 1952, the Administrator, 

Frank Wise, called for a report into the housing situation in Darwin to 

prepare a submission to Canberra.43  Confirming the Administrator’s 

concerns, the Northern Territory News aired public discontent about both 

the standard and quantity of housing in Darwin.44  The draft report 

argued: 

Darwin has a special strategic importance.  It is also a major 
airport of entry from overseas countries.  Ideally, it should 
have a stable population, and its appearance should do credit 
to the Commonwealth, not only because it is the major town in 
a Commonwealth Territory, but also because many important 
visitors from overseas pass through it.  A place where living 
standards are low, and suitable accommodation is not 
available, does not attract stable population.  The most 
important single factor in attracting stable population is 
undoubtedly suitable housing.45 

 
The submission claimed that the shortage of housing was continuing to 

embarrass people’s ‘good standing as citizens’.  Darwin’s population at 

30 June 1952 was put at 6,709, with just over 1,000 ‘houses’.46 

 

In June 1954 more information regarding the Northern Territory’s 

housing situation but with particular reference to Darwin was forwarded 

to Canberra.  The Administrator reiterated earlier issues and stated that 

without ‘drastic action’ the implementation of government plans would 

have to be deferred or cancelled.  It was stated that 216 officers were 

waiting for housing, with the earliest application dating back to 1950.  

The Administrator cited frustration with the annual works program not 

                                                 
41 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, newspaper clipping, 
Centralian Advocate, 24 October 1952. 
42 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1012  Proposed Housing Schemes Northern Territory, Memorandum from 
Housing Officer, 20 November 1952. 
43 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Memorandum from the Administrator, 23 October 1952. 
44 NAA  Darwin F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Newspaper clipping, Northern Territory News, 4 December 1952. 
45 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Draft Report, undated, p.10. 
46 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Draft Report. 
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being delivered and building was 12 months behind.47  The difficulty in 

spending the small amount set aside for housing while at the same time 

complaining about the need for a vastly increased housing program was 

recognised as a key problem in gaining any improvement in housing 

funding.48  By October 1954, and clearly becoming increasingly 

frustrated with the lack of funding response, the Administrator proposed 

putting all works program funding into building 200 houses.  This was 

explored as one way to meet the urgent need and to assist in ‘inducing 

greater potential to enter the Territory’.49  Approval was given for 100 

houses immediately with another 100 in the new year. 

 

Government Residences 
 

Before the Second World War each individual Commonwealth 

department in the Northern Territory constructed and controlled housing 

for its officers.  After the return to civil administration in June 1946, 

Cabinet decided to centralise control of all Commonwealth provided 

housing except that for service personnel, Commonwealth Railways or 

postal premises.  The method of allocating houses to positions, thereby 

allowing for occupants of the positions particular houses, was also 

approved.50  Because the Commonwealth had compulsorily acquired all 

Darwin town land, the Government’s role covered land and infrastructure 

provision, in addition to being the main employer.51  The multiplicity of 

its roles in the post-war period meant that the Government exercised 

almost complete control over improving public service housing and 

eventually also for temporary government employees.  It also meant that 

until Treasury was convinced of the need to improve Territory living 

                                                 
47 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Memorandum from the Administrator, 22 June 1954. 
48 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Memorandum from the Secretary, 9 July 1954. 
49 NAA  Darwin  F1 1952/1162  Housing NT Report to Administrator – History and Requirements, 
Memorandum from the Administrator, 19 October 1954. 
50 Often referred to a the successor-in-office policy.  NAA  Darwin  F1  1951/1070  Northern Territory 
Housing Statistics, Report on the Activities of the Housing and Messing Section, July 1952. 
51 Sue Keys, ‘Government Greys: Housing for Public Servants in Darwin 1951 to 1960’, Journal of 
Northern Territory History, no.8, 1997, pp.27-33. 
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conditions in line with other parts of Australia, housing remained very 

poor. 

 

In December 1945, the Secretary of the Department of the Interior wrote 

to all Departments with staff in Darwin seeking views on a recommended 

process for future departmental housing (except service personnel) to be 

unified under the Department of the Interior.52  The Director-General of 

Health agreed to the recommendation on the condition that medical 

officers remained located close to hospital.  The Director-General was 

advised of Cabinet’s agreement to unified control of departmental 

housing in Darwin and that the scheme could be extended to other centres 

in the Territory.  Also at this time houses began to be allocated on a 

‘successor in office’ basis.  The Secretary advised that all future 

applications for housing would need to be forwarded to the Government 

Secretary.53  It was known that the priority list for housing operated in 

tandem with any ‘special allocation basis’ made by the Administrator in 

connection with the position held by officer.54  Darwin staff mentioned 

the difficulty of getting contractors to work in Katherine and Tennant 

Creek.55  Office accommodation was included in some elevated 

residences in Katherine, with advice given to contractors to adjust the 

height of stumping to allow appropriate heights for office and storage 

facilities to be built.  This practice seems to have developed from similar 

arrangements being installed beneath the main floor of the Patrol 

Officers’ houses in Elliott and Katherine.56   

 

In April 1950, the Director of Works sought advice of housing 

requirements for the next two years.  He noted that the current 

                                                 
52 NAA  Canberra  A1928/1  715/47  Section 1  Health  Northern Territory Housing and Furniture 
Arrangements for Departmental Officers, Memorandum to Director-General, 7 December 1945. 
53 NAA  Canberra  A1928/1  715/47  Section 1  Health  Northern Territory Housing and Furniture 
Arrangements for Departmental Officers, Cabinet Submission, 11 April 1946 and Memorandum to 
Director-General, 20 June 1946. 
54 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/315  Departmental Housing – Katherine Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from Government Secretary to the Chief Veterinary Officer, 22 July 1953. 
55 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/315  Departmental Housing – Katherine Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from Government Secretary to the Chief Veterinary Officer, 22 July 1953. 
56 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/315  Departmental Housing – Katherine Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from Acting Housing Officer to Director Native Affairs, 10 September 1953. 
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commitments of 20 workers’ cottages and recent expenditure did not 

allow for the growing needs of Departments.57  The Commonwealth 

Public Service Clerical Association also raised members’ concerns about 

a range of housing issues.  One issue was that housing shortage had a 

detrimental effect on recruitment of senior officers who were unable to 

buy housing, as in the states and the Australian Capital Territory.58  The 

principal concern was assistance to buy houses by providing lower 

interest rates then available through the market.59 

 

Approval was given in 1953 for construction of 68 ‘government 

residences’ in Darwin, Alice Springs and Katherine and 12 ‘workers’ 

cottages’ in Darwin.  The Administrator highlighted the need for staff and 

‘workers’ housing in Darwin, Alice Springs and for staff housing in 

Katherine was much greater than existing housing or those being built.  

Difference in requisitions for housing was in keeping with different status 

of employees, whether they were ‘staff personnel’ or ‘key industrial 

personnel’.  The different standards were exemplified in the design 

descriptions ‘Tropical Residences’ and ‘worker’s cottages’.60  The 

Darwin policy in regard to industrial employees was that only those 

nominated as ‘key personnel’ were accommodated in departmental 

housing that was set aside for that purpose through Ministerial 

direction.61 

 

In the period immediately after the war there was an urgent and large 

need for construction of various types of buildings across the Northern 

Territory.  In 1949 a Melbourne importing company, John Hart Pty Ltd, 

recommended that the government build the fully imported and 

                                                 
57 NAA  Darwin  F1  1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum to the Government 
Secretary, NT Administration, 12 April 1950. 
58 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Written Case 
Previously Submitted by the Commonwealth Public Service Association, undated. 
59 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3961  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Notes Taken at an 
Interview of the Minister for the Interior with the Public Service Association at Darwin, 3 April 1950. 
60 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/315  Departmental Housing – Katherine Northern Territory, Assorted 
Works Requisitions, 1953. 
61 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/315  Departmental Housing – Katherine Northern Territory, Memorandum 
from Acting Housing Officer, 9 December 1953. 
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prefabricated aluminium structure manufactured by the English company 

Hawksley Construction, a subsidiary of the aircraft manufacturer Hawker 

Siddeley.62  Hart assured the Minister of the houses’ suitability for the 

tropics and of their low maintenance requirements.63  Accompanying 

photographs of the constructed housing also highlighted the modern 

conveniences, like the stainless steel sink and electric hot water services, 

installed in the houses. 

 

Picture 34.  Promotional material Hawksley 
prefabricated home interior, A1200/L14378, NAA. 

 

While it was proposed that 100 of the houses be built in Darwin, 50 were 

initially ordered and this was later increased to 60.64  Local labourers 

built the houses under the supervision of Hawksley staff after a plan for a 

team of specially trained English building team did not eventuate.65  The 

Director-General of Health initially raised objections, later dropped, that 

the houses were not suitable for tropical conditions as they were too hot 

and the rooms too small.66   

                                                 
62 NAA  F1  1955/1047  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses; cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.59. 
63 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses; copy of a letter from John Hart Pty Ltd to 
Minister for Works and Housing, 7 February 1949; cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’ p.59. 
64 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, memo from L.C. Lucas, Director of Works to 
the Government Secretary, April 1949; requisition no.397 of 1949/50, requisition no. 304 of 1950/51; 
cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.59. 
65 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, letter from R.V. Lloyd of A.W. Hawksley Ltd 
to the Director General, Department of Works and Housing, 29 September 1950; cited in Raethel, 
‘Stuart Park’, p.59. 
66 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, memo from W.A. McLaren, Secretary to the 
Department of the Interior to the NT Administrator, 26 September 1949, memo from the Director 
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The first components for the houses arrived during the wet season of 

1950-51 and construction commenced.  However later shipments 

remained in storage for an extended period due to lack of funding.67  All 

the houses were completed by 1956.  The houses were of two designs, the 

‘clerical’ was the larger and the ‘worker’ the smaller.  Some were built at 

ground level and some on piers.  There were 58 built in Darwin,68 one on 

Croker Island,69 and one at Delissaville.70  The total cost was put at over a 

quarter of million pounds.71 

 

 

Picture 35.  Government staff prefabricated house, Stuart Park 1954, 
PH0406/0653 Truran Collection, NTLIS.   

 
 

‘Econo’ houses were another prefabricated design developed in response 

to post-war housing shortages.  Early in 1950 the Administrator advised 

the Acting Government Secretary that following further advice that the 

Director-General of Works and Housing, and assuming that 10 ‘Econo’ 

houses would be suitable for Darwin’s government housing, had 

committed the government to buying the houses, without consultation 

                                                                                                                                            
General of Health to the Secretary of the Department of the Interior, 28 February 1950; cited in 
Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.59. 
67 Northern Territory News, 23 October 1952; cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.59. 
68 NAA  F1  1959/663, Hawksley Houses Darwin Provision of Movable Louvres In Lieu of Fixed; 
cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.60. 
69 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, memo from F.G. Vigden, Director of Works 
to the Government Secretary, NT Administration, 1 July 1952; cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.60. 
70 NAA F1  1952/1090  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, memo from C.R. Stahl, Acting Government 
Secretary, to Director of Works, 9 October 1952; cited in Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.60. 
71 NAA  F1  1955/1047  Hawksley Prefabricated Houses, completion notice 2 March 1956; cited in 
Raethel, ‘Stuart Park’, p.60. 
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with Northern Territory staff.72  The £35,000 for the houses was approved 

from uncommitted funds for the 1949-50 program.  Ten were assembled 

in Darwin from 1952 at an approximate individual cost of £4,500.   

 

Peko Mines’ quest 
 

As part of establishing Tennant Creek in 1934 the government 

constructed public service housing and funded a bore to ease water 

problems.73  By late 1937 the government had spent nearly £55,000 to 

establish the new town and its gold field.74  In 1948 an advisory 

committee was formed to examine the town’s future and to make 

recommendations on the water supply and work needed to develop and 

improve living conditions.75  Improved housing for public servants and 

mine employees was considered vital along with delivery of essential 

services and the ending of land control under the Mining Ordinance.  

Using prefabricated housing designs was claimed to be one way of 

quickly improving living conditions.  The Administrator, R.S. Leydin, 

moved quickly to act on most of the recommendations.76  The Tennant 

Creek District Association was formed in 1948 as an active lobby group 

for Tennant Creek with the Administrator.  One of its early objectives 

was to help provide ‘healthy, convenient and comfortable houses’ and 

also for building regulations.77 

 

In July 1953 the company that represented Peko Gold Mines, Australian 

Civil Engineering Pty Limited, wrote to the Administrator seeking 

Government assistance for a housing scheme.  The argument was that 

without government assistance for worker accommodation in sites like 

Tennant Creek, permanent industries would not eventuate.78  The  

                                                 
72 NAA  Darwin  F1  1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from the Administrator, 
21 February 1950. 
73 Carment, Australia’s Depression Gold Rush, p.14. 
74 Donovan, Alice Springs, pp.169-70. 
75 Lea, Government and the Community in Tennant Creek, pp.20-3. 
76 Ibid, p.26-7. 
77 Ibid, pp.29-31. 
78 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letter to the Administrator, 31 July 1953. 



 197 

Administrator maintained that housing provision on minefields ‘presents 

problems distinct from difficulties associated with housing schemes 

elsewhere.’  In particular he was keen to ascertain from the Director of 

Mines the mine’s life.79  The Director of Mines urged caution, however 

noted that the site would have a life of at least 20 years.  He also raised 

the issue of available water, which would have to be brought by pipe 

from the McArthur River at considerable cost.  He concluded by pointing 

out that housing schemes at other mine sites, like Mt. Isa and Broken 

Hill, were sponsored by the mining companies.80  Following discussion 

between a company representative and the Director of Mines, an alternate 

proposal was recommended to the Administrator.  In view of Peko’s 

capital investment in the mine site, the Director of Mines supported the 

Company’s request for a government advance of £45,000, repaid within 

five years, to buy 15 Econo houses.  These would be constructed in the 

Tennant Creek town site for married workers and their families.81  The 

Government Secretary proposed a series of questions for the Director of 

Mines and urged the Company’s written application.  The Government 

Secretary cautioned the Administrator to also consider the justification 

for adopting a housing assistance policy on mining fields if other requests 

would follow.82 

 

Late in August, Peko Gold Mines wrote to the Administrator arguing for 

the value of providing adequate housing to attract and retain employees, 

that in turn would improve and stabilise the town.  As the company’s 

current financial commitments could not extend to improving housing, it 

was seeking a government advance.83  Handwritten notes to the 

Government Secretary show that the Administrator, while moving 

                                                 
79 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum from the Administrator, 4 August 1953. 
80 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum from the Director of Mines, 7 August 1953. 
81 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum from the Director of Mines, 21 August 1953. 
82 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Hand written response to the Director of Mines, 26 August 1953, on Memorandum from the Director 
of Mines, 21 August 1953. 
83 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letter to the Administrator, 27 August 1953. 
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immediately to seek further information from a range of areas, was 

contemplating preparing a submission to Canberra on the request.84  In 

response to the Government Secretary’s queries, the Director of Mines 

argued that reasonable housing helped to stabilise population at mining 

sites.  Peko’s difficulties were that banks would not lend money for 

housing on properties in Tennant Creek due to the insecurity of tender 

under miners’ rights, and was not able to provide the housing itself.85  

Discussion about the conditions surrounding town sites at or near mining 

fields prompted the Director of Lands to propose an amendment to the 

Mining Ordinance to enable a mining company to lease an area for a 

town site.86 

 

Peko Mines was advised that while the Government was keen to 

encourage the Northern Territory’s development and that housing 

construction aided that, it believed that providing advances to industry 

was not ‘an appropriate function of the Commonwealth.’87  Within weeks 

the company pursued the Government’s assistance through an alternate 

approach, seeking information on loans to its employees to build 

homes.88  Advice to the company on loans under the Housing Ordinance 

included a warning that as the annual limit on loans was £20,000 and that 

12 applications were already being considered at £2,000 each, it was 

unlikely any further applications would be taken that year.89  Conflicting 

opinions abounded within the Darwin public service about the 

Commonwealth’s role in funding housing for a private company. The 

Housing Officer insisted that the Government had no role to play in 

assisting Peko Mines: 

                                                 
84 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Hand written directions to the Government Secretary, 31 August 1953, on Letter to the Administrator, 
27 August 1953. 
85 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to the Government Secretary, 2 September 1953. 
86 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to the Administrator, 9 September 1953. 
87 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letter to the Secretary, Peko Gold Mines, 11 September 1953. 
88 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letter to the Administrator, 30 September 1953. 
89 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letter to the Secretary, Peko Gold Mines, 29 October 1953. 
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I am not sure that this scheme is appropriate to assist this Coy.  
The terms of the loans wd have to be considerably shorter than 
loans to persons in settled areas.  Tennant Creek (or any other 
mining field) in my opinion is not stabilized sufficiently for 
long term loans.90 

 
The Director of Mines advised the Housing Commissioner, who 

administered housing loans, on government assistance for house 

construction associated with mining.  He argued that: 

The bad or good old days of the bough shed have gone and 
miners expect and demand something better in the way of 
accommodation…I feel that a case can be made out for the 
Govt to provide the finance in order to attract a suitable type 
of miner and his family...91 

 
The Housing Commissioner’s advice on Peko’s request maintained 

adherence to the importance of encouraging economic development, but 

did not consider that the Housing Loans Ordinance was established for 

that purpose.92  Early the following year, Peko sought title to home 

allotments in Tennant Creek.  However by the end of February, it advised 

the Administrator that it was no longer going ahead with its housing 

scheme.93 

 

The many surveys and reports of housing conditions in the Northern 

Territory in the post-war period demonstrate they were much worse than 

the situation in the rest of Australia.  Despite this, the Territory was 

excluded from nationally available ameliorative measures and no 

credence given to Darwin’s destruction during the Second World War.  

While new suburbs were developed and housing constructed in southern 

Australia, continued makeshift measures of Sidney Williams huts and 

temporary cottages were the order of the day in the Territory.  When 

funding did become available the priority was placed on public servants’ 

housing.  The tentative steps towards a sponsored housing loans scheme 

                                                 
90 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Hand written noted to the Government Secretary, 29 October 1953, on Letter to Secretary, Peko Gold 
Mines, 29 October 1953. 
91 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Note to the Housing Commissioner, 3 November 1953. 
92 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to the Administrator, 22 December 1953. 
93 NAA  Darwin  F1  1953/765  Proposed Townsites Housing on Mining Fields Northern Territory, 
Letters to the Administrator, 27 January & 24 February 1954. 
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were frustrated in Canberra by the lack of knowledge, and perhaps 

acceptance of, the Territory’s increased costs despite continued approval 

of larger building costs associated with government housing.  The 

confused stumbling over Peko Mines’ attempts to gain assistance with 

mine workers’ housing was perhaps unsurprising in the straightened 

economic circumstances.  It again, though, illustrated that Territory 

economic development policies were poorly perceived. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

‘Providing accommodation to a civilised standard’ 
 

It is the intention to endeavour to convert the aboriginal into a 
civilised citizen, playing a useful and definite part in the 
economic and social life of this community.1  

 
 

Accepting the Northern Territory’s Chief Protector of Aboriginals’ 

proposal, the 1937 conference of Aboriginal administrators resolved to 

‘preserve’ Aborigines of full descent in reserves.2  Following this, using 

information from a 1938 survey into Aboriginal administration problems 

in the Territory, the Commonwealth Cabinet agreed to make changes.  

The Chief Protector’s position was abolished, also removing the previous 

link between Aboriginal protection and health and a new position of 

Director of Native Affairs was created.  An anthropologist with over 30 

years experience in New Guinea, E.W.P. Chinnery, took up the position 

in Darwin in 1939.  The new Native Affairs Branch’s implementation of 

the Government’s new direction was frustrated at the outset by priority 

being placed on the military build-up.3  Improvement of Aboriginal 

pastoral workers’ conditions and their dependants’ movement to 

settlements were both features of the Government’s new direction.4  

Collected examples of appropriate housing from the Berndts’ survey 

provided housing models that could be built at the proposed reserves, or 

settlements as they gradually became known.5 

 

This Chapter examines the early moves to develop Aboriginal 

settlements, initially at the Bagot Compound in Darwin.  Approaches to 

better house Aborigines through pisé building and prefabricated hut 

                                                 
1 NAA  Darwin  F1 1937/159  Transfer of Aboriginal Compound – New Aboriginal Compound, 
Memorandum from Chief Protector of Aboriginals to the Administrator, 21 January 1937. 
2 Aboriginal Welfare, Initial conference of commonwealth and state Aboriginal authorities, held at 
Canberra, 21st to 23rd April 1937, Canberra, 1937, pp.18,17,34; cited in Markus, ‘After the outward 
appearance’, p.96. 
3 Commonwealth of Australia, Report on the Administration of the Northern Territory for the period 
1939-40, Canberra, 1941, p. 17; Austin, Never Trust a Government Man, pp.309-11. 
4 Gray, ‘A Wealthy Firm like Vesteys’, p.42. 
5 Berndt & Berndt, End of an Era, p.243-5. 
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construction are then considered for their impact on improving living 

conditions in post-war settlements.  

 

The Bagot Compound’s establishment 
 

Early in 1935, it was decided that Darwin needed a new hospital and the 

recommended site was occupied by the Kahlin Compound.  The Chief 

Protector of Aboriginals, Dr. Cook, wanted to move the compound to  

‘provide proper sanitary living conditions’ for employed town Aborigines 

and also ‘educate him to a civilised standard’.6  He wanted to establish an 

agricultural and fishing based settlement.  The preferred site was a 

freehold property of 369 acres located next to the Ludmilla Reserve, 

which was considered suitable for cultivation of coconuts, sisal and 

vegetables.  In his recommendation, Cook proposed the property’s 

acquisition, where surviving Kahlin Compound buildings would be 

rebuilt.  However, he again urged the replacement of this housing with 

‘well-constructed and sanitary houses and barracks.’  Within a few weeks 

he had inspected the proposed site at Ludmilla and was convinced that his 

approach to convert Aborigines into rural workers, changing every 

‘unproductive nomad into a productive peasant’, would be given a good 

chance at the Ludmilla site.7 

 

Concerns were raised in Canberra and by Elkin, the Commonwealth’s 

anthropological advisor, about the closeness of the proposed site to the 

Defence Aerodrome. 8  The Administrator, acting on Cook’s claims, 

continued to push for approval to buy the land, contending that the site 

would: 

…facilitate effective control of the present aboriginal 
population who, in the absence of proper facilities for their 
segregation and housing in a selected locality, are at present 

                                                 
6 NAA  Darwin F1 1937/159  Transfer of Aboriginal Compound – New Aboriginal Compound, 
Memorandum to the Administrator, 7 February 1936. 
7 NAA  Darwin  F1 1937/159  Transfer of Aboriginal Compound – New Aboriginal Compound, 
Memorandum to the Administrator, 21 February 1936. 
8 NAA  Darwin  F1  1937/159  Transfer of Aboriginal Compound – New Aboriginal Compound, 
Memorandum from the Assistant Accountant to the Secretary Department of Interior, 7 August 1936; 
and A.P. Elkin to the Minister, 30 December 1936. 
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residing in unsanitary camps situated on beaches and in the 
bush in and around Darwin.9 

 
The land was bought and gazetted as an Aboriginal Reserve in April 

1937.  Provision was made in the 1936-37 Estimates for £6,050 to 

acquire the site and build a kitchen and dining room, canteen, workshop, 

school, superintendent’s quarters and hospital.10  The proposed layout and 

plans included an ‘A’ type house for the Superintendent, and ‘quarters’ 

for single and married Aborigines, in addition to those buildings already 

approved.  In regard to the quarters for Aborigines, the Senior Architect, 

W.T. Haslam, noted that Cook wanted a small house that would 

‘encourage domestic habits.’  The Minister approved the proposed 

reserve layout with an estimated expenditure of £38,000 in June 1937.11  

By October, 20 Aborigines and five ‘half-castes’ were living at the site to 

commence land preparation.  Funding was sought to build a kitchen and 

four large huts of recycled galvanised iron from the Myilly Point 

compound to house Aboriginal men working on roads and fencing.12  A 

smaller and less expensive house design was approved as the second staff 

residence.13 

 

After the war’s commencement, the Military Hospital took over the 

Bagot site early in 1941 and the Commandant of the 7th Military District 

set about beautifying it for the nurses.14 

 

The Berrimah Reserve 
 

                                                 
9 Department of the Interior, Report of the Administration of the Northern Territory 1937-38, 
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1938. 
10 NAA  Darwin  F1 1938/354  Aboriginal Compound (“Bagot” Aboriginal Reserve), Memorandum 
from Senior Architect to Chief Architect, 20 May 1937. 
11 NAA  Darwin  F1 1938/354  Aboriginal Compound (“Bagot” Aboriginal Reserve), Memorandum to 
Government Secretary Darwin, 23 June 1937. 
12 NAA  Darwin  F1 1938/354  Aboriginal Compound (“Bagot” Aboriginal Reserve), Memorandum 
from the Chief Protector to the Works Director, 23 October 1937. 
13 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Memoranda to the 
Government Secretary and the Administrator, 9 April, 13 April 1940. 
14 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Letter to Administrator, 
12 February 1941.  Plants for the nurses garden at the Bagot Military Hospital were requested and 
supplied at this time. 
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At the end of the war, a large proportion of the Aborigines demobilised 

from Army employment remained in towns and became increasingly 

unwelcome.  In Darwin, the Native Affairs Branch needed to re-house 

400 Aborigines, many of them the local Larrakia people.  Towards the 

end of 1945 the Administrator raised concerns about the Bagot 

Compound and its administration by the military and suggested return to 

civil control.15  The Director of Native Affairs attested to severe difficulty 

in accommodation for officers and visiting officials to argue that ‘suitable 

premises at the Compound’ be used.16  The Administrator raised his 

concerns with the Secretary about the severe overcrowding at the 

Compound and seemingly little control exercised over the inmates.17  In 

1946 the Native Affairs Branch recommended taking over the Berrimah 

Camp for Aborigines.  This would then leave space at Bagot for the ‘half-

caste’ children’s home.18 

 

The Administrator advised the Air Officer Commanding that, in 

anticipation of approval, the Native Affairs Branch had moved into the 

Berrimah Camp on 7 September 1946.19  In December 1946 the Director 

of the Native Affairs Branch, F.H. Moy, proposed the rebuilding of the 

Berrimah Camp.  Moy planned to employ Aboriginal labour and use 

building materials from the surrounding army camps.20  The catalogued 

buildings and goods at Berrimah RAAF Headquarters included Sidney 

Williams huts and rough bush and sawn timber framed, black iron roofed 

huts.21  The buildings had been officers’ sleeping huts, airmen’s huts, and 

associated messes, recreation rooms, ablution blocks, stores, power 

                                                 
15 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Letter to General 
Officer Commanding, 19 November 1945. 
16 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, 15 November 1945. 
17 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of the Interior, 22 November 1945. 
18 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Memorandum to 
Government Secretary, 4 September 1946. 
19 NAA  Darwin  F1 1945/269  Aboriginal Compound Bagot Reserve, Darwin, Memorandum from 
Administrator, 20 September 1946. 
20 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Director NAB to Government 
Secretary, 12 December 1946.  Approved by Administrator 13 December 1946. 
21 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve; cited in Donal Raethel, ‘Berrimah/ Winnellie 
Heritage Survey’, unpublished report, Northern Territory Department of Lands Planning and 
Environment, Darwin, 1999, p.14. 
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houses, wards and workshops.  All were purchased for £503 from the 

Commonwealth Disposals Commission in May 1947.22  As the area was 

outside the already proclaimed prohibited (town) area, it was necessary to 

proclaim the site a reserve ‘in the best interests of the aboriginal 

population of Darwin.’23  In August 1947 approval was given to spend 

£20 to alter a Sidney Williams hut for use as a Superintendent’s house.24  

A request was also made at this time for 40 plants from the Botanic 

Gardens.25  It is unclear if these were supplied. 

   

  
Picture 36.  Constructing beds at Berrimah 
Camp during the war, surrounded by huts, 
PH0772/0006 Lane Collection, NTLIS. 

Picture 37. Interior of hut at Berrimah 
Camp during the war, PH0772/0007 
Lane Collection, NTLIS. 

 
In May 1948 a requisition was raised to provide electricity to the 

Superintendent’s house and for floodlights to be erected.26  This was in 

lieu of supplying electricity to the entire compound, which was estimated 

to cost £1,215 in January 1948.  Three thousand pounds set aside for 

work at the Bagot Compound were diverted to Berrimah.27  Materials 

were requested to repair 40 ‘native dwellings and Superintendent’s 

Residence’ included concreting floors and ceiling sheeting.28   

                                                 
22 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Government Secretary to Chief 
Clerk, Department of the Interior, 29 May 1947. 
23 NAA  Canberra  A452 1952/226  Berrimah Aboriginal Reserve NT, Memorandum from the 
Administrator, 24 October 1947, approved by Minister, 25 February 1948. 
24 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Director NAB to Government 
Secretary, 6 August 1947. 
25 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve; cited in Raethel, ‘Berrimah/ Winnellie’, p.14. 
26 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Works Requisition, 13 March 1948. 
27 NAA  Darwin F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Director NAB to Acting 
Government Secretary, 15 March 1948. 
28 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Works Requisition, 6 May 1948. 
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Due to the lack of availability of iron, the possibility of using iron 

earmarked for another Settlement was explored.29  At around the same 

time a hut, considered one of the best cared for, collapsed without any 

warning.30  A detailed report on the Berrimah Settlement gives an insight 

into the conditions at the site and some understanding about its future 

use.31  Apart from the Superintendent’s house, which was a converted 

Sidney Williams hut with a three sided verandah, the other buildings 

were described as one other Sidney Williams hut in good order and a 

number of huts of timber and iron.  Most timber was softwood and 

already termite damaged, with many already collapsed.  The reserve 

housed 200 hundred people in differentiated areas according to clan 

affiliations and single men’s quarters.  Where buildings were considered 

unsafe Aborigines had built shelters to camp in. 

The collapsed and collapsing huts, the crude shelters of native 
camping in the open and the general camping conditions of 
bush and semi-bush natives give the general settlement area an 
untidy appearance.32 

 
It was thought that for Berrimah to fulfil the requirements of a ‘Native 

Settlement’ it would have to be almost completely rebuilt.  It was noted 

that the Bagot site could already provide superior accommodation, which 

could be allocated to ‘selected natives’ considered worthy of the better 

housing. The Berrimah Reserve would remain ‘to serve bush natives or 

those not up to standards required at Bagot.’33  The most dilapidated huts 

were pulled down and timber stacked.34  Approval was sought to use 

Berrimah as an Aboriginal ‘transit’ camp.35  However the Government 

                                                 
29 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Handwritten memorandum to the Director of NAB, 
13 September 1949. 
30 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Handwritten memorandum to District Superintendent 
NAB, 15 September 1949. 
31 NAA  Darwin F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Patrol Officer to Acting District 
Superintendent, 26 September 1949. 
32 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Patrol Officer to Acting District 
Superintendent, 26 September 1949. 
33 NAA  Darwin F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Patrol Officer to Acting District 
Superintendent, 26 September 1949. 
34 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum to Superintendent, 3 October 1949. 
35 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum to Government Secretary, 20 October 
1949. 
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Secretary maintained that both purposes could not be undertaken at 

Bagot.36 

 

The reserve’s living conditions received national attention in March 1950 

when an article by Douglas Lockwood published in the Melbourne 

Herald stated that 200 Aborigines were ‘living in utter squalor’.  It 

included Lockwood’s observations on visiting the reserve and speaking to 

Aborigines and to the Director of Native Affairs.  While most details 

were of canteen conditions at Berrimah and also the Bagot hospital, the 

timber and iron huts that some Aborigines lived in at Berrimah were 

described. 

It was a black-iron shack, about 9 ft. square, with one door and 
no windows.  There were two beds inside and two “camps” of a 
blanket and a grass mat on the smelly earthen floor.  Four 
people, belonging to two separate families lived in this shack.  
One lubra … slept on the ground.  She shared the room with 
her husband and his brother, an outsider, and what dogs they 
could muster to keep them warm at night.  The hut was on low 
ground and during the rainy season water from a nearby hill 
poured down toward it.  The native had built his own levee 
bank to keep the water out, but the ground inside was wet.  
They had two mosquito nets between four.  In other huts there 
were up to 20 natives of mixed families – complete with lubras, 
piccaninnies, dogs, cats and smoky fires.37 

 
Responses to the Lockwood story establish the ongoing battle in using 

war-time buildings that were only built as temporary measures – 

‘Stopgaps are never satisfactory and are not expected to be’.38  This 

response, which also argued that Lockwood’s story was deliberately 

sensationalist, was forwarded to the Director of Northern Territory 

Affairs in Canberra by the Administrator.  Conditions at Berrimah were 

discussed with the Minister while he was in the Northern Territory and 

were also discussed between the Minister, Director of Northern Territory 

Affairs and the Administrator in Alice Springs. 

 

                                                 
36 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Handwritten note on Memorandum to Government 
Secretary, 20 October 1949. 
37 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, cutting of Melbourne Herald, 22 March 1950. 
38 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Director NAB to Administrator, 
5 April 1950. 
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The Minister’s primary interest, however, was in ensuring that 

Aborigines undertook the mess cooking and that if they did not work they 

would not be fed.39  Included in the discussion was action to be taken 

about the presence of ‘itinerants’ at Berrimah, most of whom did not 

work in Darwin.  This discussion appears to have precipitated the 

Minister’s insistence on the linking Aborigines’ work in return for rations 

and tobacco, with the policy agreed to in June 1950.  This was 

circularised to all settlements and missions.40  However, the feeding of 

unemployed people and the objections raised to this appeared to have 

initiated the policy of no work, no food.  On the conditions at Berrimah 

more generally, little was said, other than the Minister thought 

improvement was needed in the reserve’s management.  The 

Administrator undertook to discuss the problems with the Native Affairs 

Branch Director ‘with a view to improving conditions generally along the 

lines of our discussion’.41 

 

In reaction to ‘quite grim conditions’ at the reserve, Aboriginal strike 

action occurred in 1947 when 100 workers demanded improved living 

conditions.42  Further strikes by Aboriginal workers housed at the 

Berrimah Reserve late in 1950 and early 1951 also highlighted conditions 

for people under the control of the Native Affairs Branch and were to 

some extent motivated by continuing poor conditions at Berrimah 

Reserve.43    The better living conditions and close to equal wages that 

Aborigines welcomed during the Second World War meant that the 

return to poor living conditions and low rates of pay were now 

particularly galling.44  Newspaper coverage of the strike action reported 

that Aborigines sought ‘white man’s work, pay, conditions, food, clothing 

                                                 
39 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Notes of Ministerial Discussion held in Alice 
Springs, 13 April 1950. 
40 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Director Northern Territory 
Affairs to Administrator, 1 June 1950. 
41 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Administrator, 21 April 1950. 
42 Brian, ‘The Northern Territory's One Big Union, pp.219-220.  Rowley, The Remote Aborigines, 
p.292. 
43 Brian, ‘The Northern Territory’s One Big Union’, pp.235-7; and Rowley, The Remote Aborigines, 
pp.292-3. 
44 Rowley, The Remote Aborigines, p.292, Brian, The Northern Territory’s One Big Union’, p.217. 
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and housing.’45  Sections of Lockwood’s article were repeated in the 

Northern Standard and highlighted that, ‘Four people, from two families, 

shared a 9’ x 9’ hut with one door and no windows.’46  The reserve’s 

living conditions remained poor due to the lack of resources for even 

basic maintenance, as priority was given to completing the Bagot 

Reserve’s construction.47  In a history of the Berrimah site, Calley 

observes that while the Reserve’s Superintendent denied Lockwood’s 

allegations, the Reserve’s acquired ‘buildings would not … have been 

attractive’ due to their temporary nature.48  Access in and out of the 

Reserve was also hindered due to a barely usable road, despite the 

Reserve Superintendent’s repeated, unheeded requests for the road to be 

graded.49 

 

Following on from this unrest, a health inspector recommended that the 

Aborigines at Berrimah should be moved to ‘proper buildings and 

facilities’.50  In September 1950 the Berrimah Superintendent wrote to the 

Director of Native Affairs Branch to draw attention to the reserve’s living 

conditions.  Toilets and showers were in danger of being blown away as 

the timber and iron had deteriorated and water tank stands were close to 

collapse.51  The District Superintendent, R. McCafferty, supported the 

concerns and that he required ‘assistance to even maintain the barest and 

most essential repairs to buildings.’  Soon after, the tank stand and water 

tanks collapsed.52  Late in September, the Director of Native Affairs 

arranged for the commencement of the demolition of buildings at 

                                                 
45 Northern Standard, 7 February 1947. 
46 Northern Standard, 31 March 1950. 
47 Calley, The Story of Berrimah Farm, p.12.  In addition to file records chronicling the steady 
deterioration of the buildings at Berrimah there is a letter from the Administrator to the Director of 
Works suggesting that the Department of Works concentrate on completing new construction, rather 
than maintenance of the temporary camps.  NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Copy of 
Letter to the Director of Works, 12 April 1948. 
48 Graham Calley, The Story of Berrimah Farm, Northern Territory Department of Primary Industry 
and Fisheries, Darwin, 1977, p.12. 
49 NAA  F1  Darwin  1950/34  Berrimah Reserve,  Memoranda from Director NAB to Director of 
Lands, 8 February 1949, to Government Secretary, 19 September 1949, Memorandum from Director of 
Lands to Accountant, 10 October 1949.  Requisition for £25 to grade the road, 10 October 1949,  
50 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from Health Inspector, 31 May 1950. 
51 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum, 3 September 1950. 
52 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Handwritten noted from Superintendent, 11 October 
1950. 
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Berrimah, so that any building materials could be re-used.53  Following 

the completion of improvements at the Bagot Reserve, Aborigines were 

gradually transferred from Berrimah to Bagot from February 1951.  By 

October 1951 with all Aborigines now resident at Bagot and Berrimah’s 

temporary buildings demolished, the Administrator recommended the 

resumption of the Berrimah Reserve.54 

 
 

Pisé huts 
 

In 1951 the Director Works in Darwin agreed to a demonstration 

construction of pisé building at the Bagot Reserve.55  Also at this time, 

G.F. Middleton from the Commonwealth Experimental Building Station 

was asked by the Commonwealth Department of Health to survey, assess 

and advise on existing conditions, use of local resources to build 

appropriate housing for the ‘native population’, and proper minimum 

housing conditions.  Middleton reported that: 

… the huts at the native settlements were sub standard and 
grossly unhygienic… generally the natives were left to their 
own devices in constructing humpies out of whatever scrap 
materials were available…There was everywhere obvious 
desire on part of responsible people to improve the 
accommodation and sanitary arrangements for the natives, 
provided some assistance could be given in respect of plans and 
advice…to the use of local materials which would permit 
…construction by native effort.56 

 
Middleton’s recommendations included sizes and design for Aboriginal 

housing and that enough houses were built to limit overcrowding.  The 

most urgent need, however, was for ‘proper sanitary arrangements… at 

every native camp immediately.’57  Understanding the link between better 

housing and the government’s assimilation goals, Administrator Wise 

                                                 
53 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum to the Superintendent Delissaville, 25 
September 1959. 
54 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/34  Berrimah Reserve, Memorandum from the Administrator to the 
Secretary Department of Territories, 19 October 1951. 
55 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Director-General, 27 November 
1951. 
56 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113, Native Housing, Middleton’s Report, ‘Housing for the Native 
Population’, March 1951. 
57 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113, Native Housing,  Middleton’s Report 1951. 
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proposed a workable scheme to meet urgent Aboriginal housing need.58  

Middleton forecast that a program would last up to 10 years to organise 

and train Aboriginal people to build improved housing on settlements.59 

 

 

Picture 38.  Suggested demonstration pisé hut, Commonwealth Experimental Building 
Station, Plan prepared 11 December 1951, NAA  F1 1951/1113.  

 

The proposed hut plan for a two roomed, 12 foot square hut was noted as 

being suitable in December 1951, with the planned demonstration 

planned for April the following year.60  Within the Native Affairs Branch 

there was some disagreement about the adequacy of the agreed hut plan.  

The District Superintendent noted that the agreed plan provided 

inadequate ventilation for the tropics and that the height of the walls, 

contravened the minimum height of eight feet stipulated in the 

Aboriginals (Pastoral Industry) Regulations.61 

 

Arrangements were made for the demonstration at the end of April, to be 

followed by an inaugural ‘Hygiene’ instruction to Aborigines chosen as 

                                                 
58 NAA  F1 1949/289, cited in Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, p.75. 
59 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to the Secretary Department of 
Territories, 18 February 1952. 
60 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Plan for Suggested Demonstration Pise Hut, Native 
Housing, N.T., 18 December 1951. 
61 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Director NAB, 22 December 1951. 
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instructors in their settlements.  It was also proposed to hold a 

demonstration at the Bungalow in Alice Springs due to difficulty in 

getting trainees to Darwin.  The costs of materials and equipment for the 

demonstration were requisitioned and included bush poles and local 

grass, in lieu of sawn timber and straw to ‘make the demonstration more 

realistic and more in keeping with natural conditions...’.62 

 

Late in 1950 a Health officers’ conference was called following a survey 

of Aboriginal housing in the Northern Territory that found that 

…conditions were sub-standard, a menace to health, and 
definitely a discouragement to efforts towards advancing the 
social conditions of the native and their mental outlook towards 
a better way of life. 63 

 
It was noted within the Department of Territories that a large building 

program was needed and that Aborigines should be encouraged to 

participate in improving their living conditions.  It was acknowledged 

that due to the prohibitive cost, the housing need could not be met 

through the conventional Department of Works and Housing process. 64  

An alternative was sought in recognition of the housing need size and of 

the link to improving health.  The self-help building with local materials 

being expounded by the Experimental Building Station therefore had a 

great deal of appeal.  It was also mooted to extend such a scheme, 

adapted for local conditions, to other territories.65  Following discussion 

amongst Darwin officers, the Administrator recommended creating a 

position specifically to advance Native Affairs Branch building.66 

 

After receiving Middleton’s report of the April demonstration at Bagot, it 

was planned to expand the lessons from the demonstration to further 

                                                 
62 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum from Director of Works, 17 March 
1952. 
63 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Draft Memorandum to the Secretary Public Service 
Board, undated, forwarded to Administrator by Secretary, 2 April 1952. 
64 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Draft Memorandum to the Secretary Public Service 
Board, undated, forwarded to Administrator by Secretary, 2 April 1952. 
65 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Draft Memorandum to the Secretary Public Service 
Board, undated, forwarded to Administrator by Secretary, 2 April 1952. 
66 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to the Secretary, 8 May 1952. 
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experimentation at a range of sites to construct ‘simple’ buildings.67  The 

Secretary of the Department of Territories was keen to transfer Middleton 

for two month periods to oversee building in various locations and the 

Experimental Building Station agreed to this.68  In a bid to move the 

building plans into action, the Director of Native Affairs outlined the type 

of housing required for Aborigines on settlements as being ‘…simple in 

design, well ventilated and easy to erect.’69 

 

In March 1953, after advising that it would be inappropriate for 

Middleton to provide drawings or construction services for works, the 

Department of Works and Housing prepared a ‘Basic Plan for Native’ 

housing in the Northern Territory.  In a memorandum accompanying this 

plan, the Department stated that there was a need for one arid and one 

subtropical plan for the housing, which could be the same plan with 

increased ventilation for the tropical design; that kitchens, ablutions and 

latrines should be communal and that the cost must be kept to a 

minimum.  The basic plan, provided in a Department of Works drawing, 

was for three alternate pisé hut designs.  The plan shows two, 12 foot by 

11 foot rooms with a verandah, with alternative A being an enlarged 

room, making the verandah smaller, and alternative B  providing three 

rooms and verandah under the same roof size as the basic plan.70 

                                                 
67 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Director of Works, 16 July 1952. 
68 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Administrator, 10 September 1952. 
69 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to the Acting Government Secretary, 
15 January 1953. 
70 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113, Native Housing, Drawing HA 2713 Sketch proposals for earth wall 
houses for native in the Northern Territory. 
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Picture 39.  Proposed plans for pise huts, prepared by the Department of Works, 
March 1953, NAA  F1  1951/1113. 

 

In August 1953 the Northern Territory Administration was advised that 

Middleton would no longer be available to assist in pisé building in the 

Territory.  This led to deferral of any large scale construction of ‘native 

cottages’.71  A proposal for 30 cottages for the Bungalow, Yuendumu and 

Jay Creek to cost £18,100 was stopped due to lack of funds.72  In March 

1954 white ants were reported in the pisé buildings at Delissaville and in 

addition it was noted that large pisé pieces were falling from walls.73  

Following this, it was increasingly felt that pisé building was only 

suitable for the southern area, where there was need for nearly 200 

‘native huts’.74 

 

‘Econo’ huts 
 

                                                 
71 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to the Administrator, 27 August 1953. 
72 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum from Director of Works, 13 October 
1953, handwritten comments, 16 October 1953. 
73 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum from Superintendent, 18 March 1954. 
74 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Acting Director of Native Affairs, 
22 March 1954. 
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Late in 1950 the Econo-Steel Company proposed a prefabricated 

dwelling for Aborigines to the Department of Territories’ Secretary.75  

Following the Director of Works’ advice on the design’s suitability for 

Aboriginal housing, funding estimates to buy Econo steel dwellings were 

prepared for three Aboriginal settlements, Catfish, Tandangal and 

Delissaville.76  Ministerial approval was sought to buy 94 dwellings, with 

24 to go to Delissaville and 35 each for Tandangal and Catfish.  It was 

argued that ‘suitable accommodation for natives at these Settlements is 

urgently required’.  Perhaps in a bid to show economy, no estimate for 

providing flooring for the dwellings or for the cost of erection were 

included in the recommendation.  Rather, it was noted that settlement 

Aborigines would undertake most of the construction and that ‘flooring in 

some cases, will be constructed of ant-bed and in other of concrete’.77  

Approval was provided by telegram late in April to purchase the Econo 

housing and additional funding was sought to cover increased cost of the 

huts and freight. 78  After confusion about various estimates, it was agreed 

with the Department of Works to reduce the number of huts required at 

each settlement by one, thereby bringing the cost in much closer to the 

original requisition.79 

 

The settlement superintendents sought the Econo buildings as soon as 

possible, to allow their construction prior to the next ‘wet’ as existing 

housing was beyond repair.  However the prefabricated building 

components were not crated individually and therefore Works and 

Housing staff needed to unpack and repack components for each 

settlement.  Considerable discussion occurred between the Director of the 

Native Affairs Branch officers and officers in Works to determine the 

                                                 
75 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from the Government 
Secretary, 15 September 1950. 
76 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from Director of Works, 
19 October 1950 and Memorandum from Acting Senior Clerk, 9 November 1950. 
77 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from the Administrator, 28 
February 1951. 
78 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Telegram from Secretary Department of 
Territories, 27 April 1951. 
79 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memoranda from the Administrator, 
Government Secretary and Secretary Department of Territories, 22 February – 1 April 1952. 
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best alternatives to concrete flooring for the huts.80  It was argued that 

while concrete floors were ‘desirable’, they would be too expensive.  One 

alternative investigated was the use of a bitumen based floor known as 

‘Colas’.  Works advice, though, did not favour it due to its 

inflammability.  It was suggested instead that ant-bed, topped with gravel 

or sand, and appropriately finished be used.  It was noted after discussion, 

that ‘funds this year will only be sufficient to provide cement for stud 

posts and ant bed floors will have to suffice for this year.’81 

 

All superintendents reported missing components and therefore inability 

to build the huts. 82 Advice from Works was sought about ‘certain 

deficiencies … in the delivery of parts’.83  Responses from the 

superintendents show that each was missing a range of components to 

complete the housing.  However moves were also afoot for more 

professional, longer term planning of settlements and for a more 

permanent form of housing for Aborigines.84  In a memorandum 

responding to building related correspondence, the Director of Works 

provided views on the use of prefabricated housing, noting that following 

restrictions on the importation of prefabricated units, use of them was 

now quite limited.  The Department of Works also did not consider that 

the building needed on settlements was a ‘large development’ and 

therefore reliance would have to be on adding on to other orders from 

other parts of Australia.  Although the ‘Econo’ units were of Australian 

origin, they were considered ‘unsuitable for climatic conditions’ and it 

was not economical to seek modification of a ‘small number of units.’  It 

was also noted that a comparison of costs between the Econo unit and 

construction of three and four bedroom housing in Darwin established 

                                                 
80 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Hand written notes between officers of 
the Native Affairs Branch, 15 July – 6 August 1952. 
81 Ibid. 
82 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from Superintendent, 5 
October 1952. 
83 NAA  Darwin  F1 1950/265  Econo Steel Framed Houses,  Memorandum from Director Native 
Affairs Branch, 8 December 1953. 
84 NAA  Darwin  F1 1954/330  Econo Steel Framed Houses, Memorandum from District 
Superintendent, 10 May 1954, Memorandum from Director Native Affairs Branch, 10 June 1954. 
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that it was cheaper to build an ‘orthodox’ house.85  Late in 1955, the 

Welfare Branch ordered extra building materials to complete the Econo 

huts’ erection.86 

 

Despite the huts quickly becoming overcrowded,87 this was the beginning 

of the use of prefabricated dwellings to circumvent the Territory’s 

materials and labour shortage.  Over the next 15 years a variety of styles 

in huts were constructed on Aboriginal settlements.88  The move to 

finding alternatives to the Department of Works processes with pisé 

building and prefabricated housing was constrained by continuing 

government parsimony.  It was acknowledged that Aborigines lived 

successfully in similar standard huts to other camp housing during the 

war.  Despite this, post-war Aboriginal housing designs were smaller and 

of a lower standard that other Northern Territory housing designs.  The 

model of overcrowded, lower quality housing outside towns and their 

services was perpetuated. 

                                                 
85 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/1113  Native Housing, Memorandum to Acting Government Secretary, 13 
February 1953. 
86 NAA  Darwin  F1 1954/330  Econo Steel Framed Houses, Works Requisition, 1 November 1955. 
87 NAA  F1  1954/737; cited in Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, p.77. 
88 Wigley & Wigley, ‘Black Iron’, p.78. 
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Conclusion 
 

The problem of housing is inextricably bound up with the 
future economic development of the country.  It is, therefore, 
essential that in its broad aspects it should be treated as part, 
and an important part, of the problem of reconstruction and 
economic development of Australia after the war.1 

 
 

The 20 years covered by this Part encompassed major shifts in economic, 

social and political influences on the Northern Territory.  Assimilation of 

Aboriginal peoples moved from anthropological theory to government 

policy. Aborigines moved into the waged economy.  War came to the 

Territory and brought national scrutiny with it.  However, some familiar 

constraints remained.  Government parsimony undermined the delivery of 

the inaugural home loan scheme and moves to improve Aboriginal living 

conditions, both for those living on reserves and for Aboriginal mixed 

descent families living in emerging suburban subdivisions.  Constant too 

were the varied circumstances of residents seeking administrative 

responses to their housing needs that national measures did not alleviate. 

 

Changes in economic conditions nationally were not mirrored in the 

Northern Territory.  While the rest of Australia was just emerging from 

an economic depression, some parts of the Northern Territory prospered 

with a significant military build-up bringing unprecedented building 

activity.  This was tempered, however, by various reports of appalling 

Aboriginal living conditions within the pastoral industry, which proved 

insurmountable to address.  Experts’ opinions about a range of topics 

were sought to advise and influence governments and administrators.  

Most economic development reports, while welcomed by the 

Government, were not acted on.  The one exception, the Payne and 

Fletcher Report, did at least elicit a policy statement from the Minister 

with responsibility for the Territory.  Perhaps the area that had the most 

impact on influencing change was on policies affecting Aborigines. 

                                                 
1 F. Oswald Barnett and W.O. Burt, Housing the Australian Nation, Research Group of the Left Book 
Club of Victoria, Melbourne, 1942, pp. 84-6. 
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John McEwen’s 1939 announcement of a ‘New Deal’ for Aborigines and 

the administrative changes instigated by the first Director of the new 

Native Affairs Branch, E.W.P. Chinnery, started almost imperceptible 

changes in Aboriginal administration.  The impact of Aborigines working 

and living in military camps was especially influential in changing 

direction.  For the first time, wages were received in hand and living 

conditions were on a par with those provided for others.  Unlike the rest 

of Australia, where a War Workers Housing Trust worked in concert with 

state housing authorities to develop suburban subdivisions, war-time 

camps in the Northern Territory were purposely built as temporary 

measures. 

 

Living conditions on many missions and pastoral stations highlighted the 

lack of scrutiny of conditions for Aborigines and the economic insecurity 

of many lease holders.  During this period also, the phenomena of 

Aboriginal fringe-camping became more noticed and commented on by 

government officials, experts and journalists.  Experts’ increasing interest 

in influencing government policies could not outweigh the influence of 

public opinion in announcing changes for Aboriginal families of mixed 

descent in Alice Springs.  Rather than following the policy implemented 

in Darwin 20 years earlier, public opinion in Alice Springs about 

Aborigines was allowed to undermine the timing and nature of policy 

changes to housing the town’s mixed descent Aborigines. 

 

Peko Gold Mines’ seeking of government assistance to provide 

reasonable housing in Tennant Creek shows that it was well understood 

that existing conditions in the Territory’s towns reduced their ability to 

retain good workers.  The Housing Loans Ordinance was developed 

using similar reasoning.  Further impetus came when it was understood 

that the Australian Capital Territory had similar legislation in place.  

Public servants’ frustration with their provided housing was compounded 

by waged government employees with no entitlement to housing and few 



 220 

alternatives to remedy their situation.  Throughout all of this, bureaucratic 

processes followed only exacerbated already unworkable schemes. 

 

The varied circumstances of Territory residents forced to seek housing 

assistance combined with the lack of government spending and influential 

advocates meant that efforts to move the Territory into the ‘Australian 

Civilisation’ fell short of the rhetoric.  There was scant evidence of a 

‘new deal’ for Aborigines or of ‘moving on’ while Department of Works 

and Housing officers and the Department of the Treasury retained ideas 

about the Territory that were reminiscent of those prevalent at the 

beginning of the twentieth century.  This was perhaps most strongly 

emphasised in Aborigines’ absence from the post-war reconstruction 

ethos.
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PART THREE 

Normalising 
 
 
 
 

 
Picture 40. Housing Commission houses, Heavitree Gap Alice Springs 
1966, PH0139/1248 Lands Collection, NTLIS. 
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Introduction 
 

 
Normalisation 
 
The molding of people into "normal" as opposed to "abnormal" 
forms, and the process by which a culture encourages its people 
to regulate and achieve his or her own conformity with the 
established rules.1   

 
 

Improving housing for Aborigines was an immediate need identified by 

Paul Hasluck on becoming Minister for Territories.2  The existence of 

very poor housing, usually constructed by Aborigines themselves with 

available remnants to allow them to ‘fringe-dwell’ on the edges of towns, 

was instrumental in Hasluck’s policy formation. 3  Hasluck understood 

the normative role of societies having a strong influence on its members: 

Societies come into being and they flourish through the 
similarity of outlook and habit among the members.  A society 
has to impose some measure of conformity with its 
requirements as a society and its strongest sanctions are 
not…the penalties imposed by its statutes but the customs and 
conventions according to which a person is accepted or 
rejected…Society will not change very much just to 
accommodate the person who is described as a ‘social 
misfit’…nor will it tolerate him if he tries to live separately in 
his own way in the midst of society.  He is expected to make a 
change.  He is only accepted if he does make a change.4 

 
Hasluck’s policy was to use Australian society’s norms to move 

Aborigines from the fringes to participating society members.5  Tim 

Rowse describes assimilation as a ‘policy ideal [of] Indigenous 

development through stages’.6  Rowse draws on the ideas of the French 

philosopher Michel Foucault, particularly Foucault’s transference of 

governmentality techniques in implementing normative behaviour 
                                                 
1 Lois Shawver, ‘Normalisation’, Dictionary for the Study of the Works of Michel Foucault, accessed 
on line 2 January 2007 at: http://users.california.com/~rathbone/foucau10.htm. 
2 Hasluck, Shades of Darkness, p.80. 
3 Hasluck, Shades of Darkness, p.125. 
4 Hasluck, ‘Some Problems of Assimilation’, quoted by Tim Rowse, ‘The Modesty of the State: 
Hasluck and the Anthropological Critics of Assimilation’, Stannage, Saunders & Nile (eds), Paul 
Hasluck in Australian History, pp.119-132, pp.119-120. 
5 Paul Hasluck, ‘Some Problems of Assimilation’, unpublished duplicated paper, Box 80, item 295, 
papers of A.P. Elkin, Fisher Library, University of Sydney, given as an address to section F of the 
Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science in Perth, 28 August 1959, 
quoted in Rowse, ‘The Modesty of the State’, p.120. 
6 Rowse, White Flour, White Power, p.2. 
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through a ‘framework of authorised norms’.7  Within this argument, 

under assimilation ‘town life was normative’, with a successfully 

assimilated Aborigine perceived as being ‘a member of a family capable 

of occupying a suburban home’.8  Russell McGregor similarly argues that 

assimilation’s objective was citizenship ‘conceived…normatively, as a 

way of life and standard of living’.  The Welfare Ordinance became the 

chief ‘instrument of Aboriginal governance’.9  The recasting of 

Aborigines as citizens required ‘remodelling’ their social and cultural 

lives into conformity with national norms.’10  McGregor characterises 

post-1945 Aboriginal assimilation policies as ‘the first…to seriously 

envisage Aboriginal survival’ and that developed governance geared to 

‘normalize’ Aborigines. 

Aborigines were expected, or compelled, to adhere to and 
internalize the social norms and cultural competencies of the 
national community. 11 

 

In analysing labour relations on north Australian cattle stations, Thalia 

Anthony considers Foucault’s theory of ‘normalisation’ as explaining 

pastoralists’ power over Aboriginal labour.12  Anthony argues that control 

over Aborigines was achieved through regulation and ‘corrective 

mechanisms’ that took advantage of Aboriginal lack of alternative 

options to maintain access to land and food.  Applying similar analysis of 

training to correct deviance, Gillian Cowlishaw argues that by seeking to 

‘normalise’ Aborigines they were ‘positioned…outside the behavioural 

norm’, which called for correction through ‘training and learning.’13 

                                                 
7 Rowse, White Flour, White Power, pp.4-7. 
8 Ibid, pp.8-9. 
9 Russell McGregor, ‘Avoiding “Aborigines”: Paul Hasluck and the Northern Territory Welfare 
Ordinance, 1953’, Australian Journal of Politics and History, vol.51, no.4, 2005, pp.513-529, p.513.  
Elsewhere McGregor also argues that the Ordinance was ‘the most rigorously 
assimilationist…legislation ever enacted in an Australian jurisdiction.’  See ‘Governance not Genocide: 
Aboriginal Assimilation in the Postwar Era’, A. Dirk Moses (ed) Genocide and Settler Society: 
Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History, Bergahn Books, New York, 
2004, pp.290-311, p.299. 
10 McGregor, ‘Avoiding “Aborigines”’, p.528. 
11 McGregor, ‘Governance not Genocide’, p.290 
12 M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Random House, New York, 1978, p.144 quoted by Thalia 
Anthony, ‘Labour relations on northern cattle stations: feudal exploitation and accommodation’, The 
Drawing Board: An Australian Review of Public Affairs, vol.4, no.3, March 2004, pp.117-136, p.125. 
13 Gillian Cowlishaw, ‘Erasing culture and race: practising ‘self-determination’, Oceania, vol.68, no.3, 
1998, pp.145-201. 
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In post-war Australia the model citizen was cast as an ‘…individual 

committed to the ideal of the self-sufficient nuclear family…’.14  Hasluck 

perceived the Northern Territory’s difference from this national model as 

one of the difficulties in his task in 1951: 

Another difficulty in doing anything quickly in the Northern 
Territory was that this part of Australia was not thought of as a 
normal place to which normal practices and standards applied.  
Its standards of conduct and its entitlements to benefits were 
judged differently from those of the rest of Australia…The 
Northern Territory was a place where things did not happen in 
the usual way and tasks were not done and life was not enjoyed 
in the same way as in the south.15 

 
Hasluck described the longer term residents of the Territory ‘as doomed 

by distance and by climate to be a neglected people’ at the same time as 

being ‘proudly isolationist’, taking satisfaction in living in hardship and 

surrounded by ‘visible reminders of past failures…’.16  Canberra based 

public servants and politicians also viewed the Territory ‘as a different 

and peculiar place.’ 

…it was argued in effect that the Australian Capital Territory 
and the Northern Territory were wholly different places and 
what was good for one was not necessarily good for the other.  
Housing projects for public servants and the provision of office 
space, including some temporary buildings, were going ahead 
in post-war Canberra.  Neither the Public Service Board nor the 
Commonwealth Works Department seemed to regard the 
claims for providing houses and offices for public servants in 
Darwin and Alice Springs as equally urgent.17 

 
Hasluck considered that one of his immediate tasks was to induce the 

Territory population ‘to think of themselves as normal Australians’.18  As 

Donovan describes it, the services and facilities offered in the Territory 

after the Second World War needed to improve to a level considered 

‘normal’ by Australian standards, that economic potential be fulfilled, 

and that the Territory moved towards self-sufficiency.19  Early action in 

regard to the poor standard of housing was cast in this vein.  In post-war 

                                                 
14 Murphy, Imagining the Fifties, cited in McGregor, ‘Governance not Genocide’, p.298. 
15 Hasluck, Shades of Darkness,  p.82. 
16 Ibid, pp.82-3. 
17 Ibid, p.83. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Donovan, At the other end of Australia, p. 220. 



 225 

Australia the move towards state based housing commissions funded 

through war-time development of the CSHA acknowledged housing’s 

economic and social importance and increasing interest in governance of 

the poor.20   

 

In the Northern Territory, the Housing Commission was established in 

1959 following sustained requests for government housing assistance by 

the Alice Springs Progress Association and the Darwin Housewives 

Association.  The Administrator, Frank Wise, held a strong view that the 

Commonwealth had a responsibility to adequately house people to a 

similar standard and through similar processes as in the states.21  Wise 

had direct knowledge of those measures and their negotiation with the 

Commonwealth and signed the first CSHA while Premier of Western 

Australia.22 

   

The Native Affairs Branch and its successor, the Welfare Branch, 

recognised that improved housing was essential ‘in bringing aborigines to 

a stage where they can be accepted as full citizens in the community.’23  

Different attitudes to Aborigines and to Aborigines of mixed descent 

were clearly illustrated in the approaches to housing for the two groups.  

From the early 1950s the Minister for Territories directed that housing for 

Aborigines of mixed descent ‘be provided with homes integrated in the 

normal residential community’.24  Housing for Aborigines, however, was 

based on the premise that Aborigines would need to first ‘develop a 

house consciousness’, with cottages built for ‘the more advanced 

aboriginal families.’25  These cottages for ‘the first stage’ were single 

rooms, with reliance on separate communal facilities provided for 

ablutions and dining: 

                                                 
20 Hayward, ‘The Reluctant Landlords?; Queensland Department of Housing, Building Communities; 
McCarthy, ‘Modernising Through Thrift’; Bosnian, ‘Homes for Everyone’.  
21 NAA Darwin F1  1951/1012, Proposed housing schemes Northern Territory, Letter from 
Administrator to Secretary, Department of Territories, 6 November 1951. 
22 NAA  Canberra A452  1954/558 Part 1, Control of Government Owned Houses – Policy, allocation 
and priorities – NT, Signed copy of the CSHA. 
23 Department of Territories, The Northern Territory Report 1955-1956, pp. 34-35. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
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As aborigines arrive at the stage of and are granted full 
citizenship they will be due for similar treatment with reference 
to housing in the community as colored and white people.26 

 

Plans for houses designed specifically for Aboriginal families of mixed 

descent were two bedroom with one of those bedrooms a sleepout large 

enough to sleep up to six people.  Despite it being well known that most 

Aboriginal families of mixed descent were large, planning to house them 

relied on using small houses.  Obsession with limiting design, size and 

materials was based on keeping building costs as low as possible, a 

practice that became entrenched following enforced cuts to financial 

estimates each year and lack of subsidisation. 27 

 

With the ‘otherness’ or abnormality of the Territory as a whole in mind, 

each chapter in this Part examines the processes followed to normalise 

the Territory population’s housing from the mid 1950s to 1974.  Chapter 

One explores the government programs instigated to increase housing 

availability for two distinct groups in the Territory and the approach 

taken to provide housing at the Territory uranium mine, Rum Jungle.  

The substantial increase in the public service, particularly in Darwin from 

the late 1950s, initiated a building boom to provide public service houses.  

The competing priorities represented by the expenditure outlaid on this 

one specific group, while at the same time demand was increasing for 

other groups’ housing, is explored.  The other government program 

explored is the delayed commencement of the Territory’s first home 

ownership scheme and its impact on finally meeting home loan demand.   

 

In Chapter Two the convoluted path to the Housing Commission’s 

establishment is examined, together with its initial policies and practices 

development.  The administrative example provided by the Territory’s 

cooperative arrangements with the Welfare Branch on Aboriginal 

housing provide a specific example of the Commission’s role in 

normalising living conditions. 
                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 NAA  Darwin F1 1955/1119, Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Letter from Acting Administrator to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 5 February 1956. 
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Chapter Three investigates housing for Aborigines of mixed descent in 

the Territory’s towns following the implementation of the assimilation 

policy and the early stages of the move to self-determination.  In 

particular, the Northern Territory Administration’s approach to 

improving housing for Aboriginal mixed descent families in Alice 

Springs is closely examined. 

 

In Chapter Four housing for Aborigines outside towns is explored by 

looking at the newly established settlements and at conditions for 

Aboriginal pastoral employees.  The development of a range of housing 

programs and the advent of Aboriginal housing associations are examined 

for their impact on increasing the number and types of houses for 

Aborigines. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Becoming part of the national family 
 
The need to foster an image of the Northern Territory as a 
desirable place to live, its services modern and supportive of 
family life, gave weight to demands for improved facilities if 
not greater political control…With their gaze directed to 
Canberra, white Territorians saw themselves as colonial 
subjects isolated from the post-colonial state which was the 
experience of other Australians.1 
 

 
 

The social reforming nature of the Commonwealth Housing 

Commission’s recommendations and the Labor government’s negotiation 

of the first CSHA concentrated on the social stability role of housing 

reform.  At the same time, it was understood that deliberately stimulating 

the housing industry helped to engender full employment.  The Menzies 

government’s championing of home ownership, nevertheless, moved the 

issue of government housing support from being social, to one of 

economics.2 

The Australian emphasis on payment of a ‘living wage’ carried 
with it the responsibility to save from this wage to provide for 
oneself in old age…The key way in which Australians have 
managed to save for retirement is through the purchase of 
owner-occupied housing.  Through home ownership, forced 
savings are accumulated as the asset value of the house 
transfers to the owner occupied through mortgage repayments.3 

 

Mike Berry argues that government support for housing reforms after the 

Second World War as part of post-war reconstruction economic policy 

drew on Keynesian economic principles.  Government financial 

intervention to boost housing production and home ownership rates was 

influential due to the significant funding levels put into them.  These were 

added to by the second CSHA, which from 1956 included provisions for 

                                                 
1 Parry, ‘Health: A Matter of Control’, p.58. 
2 Allport, ‘Castles of Security’, p.98. 
3 Ian Winter & Lois Bryson, ‘Economic Restructuring and State Intervention in Holdenist Suburbia: 
Understanding Urban Poverty in Australia’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 
vol.22, no.1, March 1998, pp.60-75, p.62. 
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public subsidisation of approved home lending institutions that helped to 

create ‘a nation of home owners’.4 

 
The economic, social and political influences of the post-war ‘long boom’ 

fostered in southern Australia a ‘suburban stereotype’ of urban growth.5  

In the two decades after the war, the welfare state included support for 

home loans, protection of home loan interest rates and public housing as a 

‘stepping-stone to home-ownership’.6  Winter and Stone argue that there 

was a 

…neat, functional fit in the earlier post-war period between 
housing aspirations, employment opportunities, population 
growth, household formation, land availability, savings flows 
and government policies.7 

 

The post-war development of the Darwin suburbs of Fannie Bay, Parap, 

Nightcliff and Rapid Creek was largely fuelled by the need for large 

numbers of quality houses for public servants.8  Growing pressure from 

both Darwin and Alice Springs residents forced the implementation of a 

home loan scheme that would finally assist many long term hut dwellers 

to build their own housing.  In addition, private employers took steps to 

provide housing for their employees, with the developers of the Rum 

Jungle uranium mine perhaps being the best example. 

 

Public Service housing 
 

Pre-war government houses remained popular after the War.  This was 

not only due to their larger size but also to their status as important 

indicators of ‘social prestige’.9  These ideal tropical houses developed by 

                                                 
4 Mike Berry, ‘Unravelling the “Australian Housing Solution”: the Post-War Years’, Housing Theory 
and Society, no.16, 1999, pp.106-123, p.109. 
5 Raymond Bunker, ‘Life in the Suburbs’, R.L. Heathcote (ed), The Australian Experience: Essays in 
Australian Land Settlement and Resource Management, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 1988, pp.221-
232, p.222. 
6 Winter & Stone, Reconceptualising Australian housing careers, p.5. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary’; Keys, ‘Government Greys’; Ruth Hay, ‘Darwin – the New 
Gateway’, Walkabout, vol.23, no.8, 1957, pp.15-18, argued that the Federal Government remained 
Darwin’s ‘biggest, single landlord’. 
9 George Redmond, the Director of Works recalled that after the houses became successor-in-office 
houses they were ‘jealously retained by departments’, NTAS  NTRS 226, Oral History Interview, TS 
764, quoted in D.C. Bridgman, ‘The Anglo-Asian Bungalow: Housing the Commonwealth Officer in 
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the Department of Works in the late 1940s, and influenced by early 

Commonwealth Experimental Building Station research into tropical 

housing design, were later dismissed as ‘uneconomical’.10  To hasten 

public service housing building, the pace of which had seen only 38 

houses built in Darwin since the war, the Department of Works proposed 

using prefabricated houses and materials.  However the houses, mainly 

developed by English ex-aircraft construction companies, were quickly 

noted as being more expensive to build and were quickly abandoned in 

favour of usual building practices.11  The multiplicity of Territory public 

service housing designs responded to the ranking principle in officers’ 

salaries, which changed from six levels to two in 1952.12 

 

In April 1951 the Department of Works sought numbers of three and four 

bedroom government houses to be built using modified plans of the 

standard ‘C1’ type tropical residence, featured in the brochure ‘Tropical 

Housing 1949’.13  It had been the Northern Territory Administration’s 

practice since the Second World War to only build two bedroom houses 

for Commonwealth employees.  An ‘E’ type three bedroom house built 

for the Chief Medical Officer was the one exception.  Increasing demand 

from officers with larger families forced building some larger houses.  

Citing the practice followed in Canberra of building 80 three-bedroom 

houses for every 100 homes constructed, the Housing Officer 

recommended the building of eight larger houses – six, three bedroom 

and two, four-bedroom. 14  The building of the houses was deferred due to 

restrictions in government funding in 1951-52.  However the project was 

placed in the following year’s program with high priority due to the 

                                                                                                                                            
the northern tropics of Australia’, unpublished PhD thesis, School of Architecture and Design, RMIT 
University, Melbourne, 2006, p.372, also Gibson, ‘Beyond the Boundary’, pp.197-8; Keys, 
‘Government Greys’, p.30. 
10 Minutes, 2nd Interdepartmental Committee into the Design of Tropical Buildings, 10 May 1957, cited 
by Bridgman, ‘The Anglo-Asian Bungalow’, p.375. 
11 Bridgman, ‘The Anglo-Asian Bungalow’, pp.376-7. 
12 Ibid, p.382. 
13 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to A/Government Secretary, 2 April 1951. 
14 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to A/Government Secretary, 13 April 1951. 
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urgent need for housing in Darwin.15  The derelict condition of a house 

originally built for the Chief Medical Officer at Myilly Point caused 

further reconsideration of the practice of building government housing on 

an ad hoc, reactive basis.  The Administrator agreed that the Myilly Point 

site lent itself to a senior officer’s ‘Q’ type house.16  The Director of 

Works advised the Northern Territory Administration that the Econo 

Steel Company had a prefabricated housing design similar to the ‘Q’ plan 

that could be used.17  While agreeing the design was suitable, costs 

comparison between prefabricated and usual construction of housing 

showed that prefabricated housing was more expensive.18  Approval was 

also given to build another four three-bedroom houses with the balance of 

approved government housing funding.19  In the negotiations around the 

building of three and four-bedroom houses, the Director-General of 

Works described the practice of circumventing the Commonwealth 

Public Service housing standards, that did not permit houses larger than 

three bedrooms, by calling the fourth bedroom an enclosed verandah.20 

 

Eighty new government houses in Darwin, Alice Springs and Katherine  

were approved in the following year’s capital works program.  This left 

an outstanding need of over 320 public services houses across the 

Northern Territory. 21  In April 1954 the Cabinet Committee on Works 

approved planning for construction of a further 110 houses in Darwin and 

Alice Springs and the Peel Street Government Hostel in Darwin.22  

                                                 
15 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 13 May 1952. 
16 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to A/Chief Clerk, 15 August 1952, and Memorandum to Secretary Department of 
Territories, 12 September 1952. 
17 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to A/Government Secretary, 26 September 1952. 
18 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to A/Chief Clerk, 3 and 8 October 1952 and Memorandum to A/Government Secretary, 
18 November 1952. 
19 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 6 January 1953. 
20 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Typed note on lettergram, 20 January 1953. 
21 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Requisitions, 24 July 1953. 
22 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to Government Secretary, 30 April 1954. 
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Housing’s importance in attracting staff to Territory towns was well 

known and public servants linked high quality housing availability to 

meeting Government policy goals.23  Increasing frustration with the 

delays in the Department of Works tender and construction processes led 

the Administrator proposing approval of projects 12 months in advance.24  

In forwarding approved requisitions for the staff housing in the 1954-55 

program for Darwin and Alice Springs, the Secretary of the Department 

of Territories concluded with: 

It is understood that your Director of Works, Darwin, is in a 
position to call tenders for the projects at an early date and, as 
great concern is felt at the generally unsatisfactory position of 
housing in the Northern Territory, particularly Darwin where 
there were 370 unsatisfied applications for housing at the 1st 
June, I would appreciate any action taken to expedite 
transmission of the requisitions to the Director of Works for 
further action.25 

 

Growing applications for government housing necessitated changing the 

government’s housing allocation system, then ‘successor in office’.26  It 

was determined to move to a ‘replacement policy’, where a house was 

held for a replacement officer for a month, after which the house reverted 

to the housing pool.  If the replacement officer did not have dependants, 

the house would also revert to the housing pool.  This would get around 

the most frustrating effect of the previous policy that saw housing remain 

vacant, at the same time as there was high demand.  It was intended that 

the Administration would maintain two lists, one to allocate housing for 

‘key’ staff and one for permanent public servants.27 

 
In reviewing the situation in Alice Springs, it was noted that of the 30 

houses under construction by two different contractors, 15 were 

considered ‘superior’.  While the District Officer believed these should be 

                                                 
23 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum 
from Divisional Works Officer Alice Springs to District Officer, 29 January 1958. 
24 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 9 June 1954. 
25 NAA  Darwin  F1 1951/785  Housing Standard Tropical type 3 and 4 bedroom houses Type ‘C’, 
Memorandum to Director-General Department of Works, 16 July 1954. 
26 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum to 
Assistant Administrator, 11 February 1958. The ‘successor in office’ policy allocated houses to 
positions, thereby ensuring houses were available for occupants of particular positions. 
27 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Circular 
Memorandum, 2 June 1958. 
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allocated to permanent public servants, under the system established in 

Darwin they would be allocated to industrial employees.  A suggestion 

was put forward to ensure that ‘the bulk of the better type residences will 

be made available to staff.’28  In clarifying the changed policy it was 

stated that each Department would be allocated a number of houses 

which could then be allocated to officers or employees who were 

considered ‘key’.  It was emphasised that ‘there is no entitlement for 

industrial personnel to obtain housing.’  Rather, now it was possible for 

Departments to determine the priority of industrial staff to housing.29  As 

a rule, though, temporary staff, who were mostly industrial, remained 

without a housing entitlement.   

 

In August 1958 approval was given to include Royal Australian Air Force 

personnel in Alice Springs on the general housing list as Crown 

employees.30  Women, either separated from husbands or widows, also 

sought assistance with housing, usually citing inadequate living 

conditions and small incomes.  Sometimes they were also temporary 

Administration employees.  Two that were forwarded to Darwin for 

consideration elicited the standard response that staff housing was for 

permanent employees.31  At the same time in Alice Springs, it was 

suggested that the lower standard, older prefabricated three-bedroom staff 

houses be allocated to ‘coloured families’.  The proposed process allowed 

each separate group housed by the government moving to slightly higher 

standard housing.32  It would also assist the Administration’s efforts to 

improve living conditions for ‘coloured families…as they prove their 

ability to qualify for a better type of residence’.  In anticipation that this 

proposal was acceptable, the District Officer excluded the pre-fabricated 

                                                 
28 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum to 
Director of General Services, 17 June 1958. 
29 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum to 
District Officer, 3 July 1958. 
30 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 1 Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum to 
District Officer, 6 August 1958. 
31 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/45  Part 2  Staff Housing:  Applications & Priority List, Memorandum to 
District Officer, 17 April 1959. 
32 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/44  Staff Housing: Alice Springs: General, Memorandum to 
Administrator, 2 September 1958. 
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houses from being maintained as they would eventually be rented to 

‘coloured families’.33 

 
The other area of long-standing complaint was the low level of 

maintenance on public service housing in the Territory’s smaller towns.  

Housing in places like Tennant Creek and Katherine was often the lowest 

priority during times of constrained budgets.  The Department of Civil 

Aviation’s staff grievances about the Northern Territory housing standard 

caused the Department itself to conduct inspections of the Tennant Creek 

housing.  Finding that the complaints were upheld, the matter was raised 

with the Northern Territory Administration’s Director of Works and 

Services, who advised that very low maintenance funding was the reason.  

The Department’s head sought the direct intervention of the Secretary of 

the Department of Territories to improve staff housing.34  Unable to be 

assisted by the Department of Territories, and in a similar response as the 

Department of Health a decade earlier, the Department of Civil Aviation 

wrote directly to the Department of the Treasury seeking permission to 

use departmental funds in lieu of lacking Department of Territories 

funding.35  Advice was also sought on maintenance plans, or failing that, 

an approach to Treasury for separate funding to undertake housing 

maintenance in the Northern Territory.36  The Department of Territories’ 

response maintained that following receipt of less than required 

maintenance funding, a priority process was introduced that allowed for 

only essential maintenance to Alice Springs and Darwin housing.  This 

not unusual circumstance exacerbated ill-feeling about the 

Administration’s long-standing inability to improve some of the worst 

Department of Civil Aviation staff housing, as they were in Tennant 

                                                 
33 NAA  Darwin  F706  1958/44  Staff Housing: Alice Springs: General, Memorandum to Director 
General Services, 13 May 1959. 
34 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2905  Housing Accommodation for Department of Civil Aviation - 
Northern Territory,  Letter from Director-General for Civil Aviation, 19 November 1958. 
35 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2905  Housing Accommodation for Department of Civil Aviation - 
Northern Territory,  Letter from Director-General for Civil Aviation, 23 January 1959. 
36 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2905  Housing Accommodation for Department of Civil Aviation - 
Northern Territory,  Letter from Director-General for Civil Aviation, 16 November 1959. 
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Creek.37  Tennant Creek officers had sought improved housing 

conditions, but with little result, to the point of exasperation.38  Lobbying 

of Darwin public servants continued about the very poor condition of 

houses in Tennant Creek.  The documented failure of local contractors 

contributed to the declining housing standard.39  Some of the ‘houses’ in 

Tennant Creek were in reality substandard, both structurally and in 

design.  The low level of even basic maintenance contributed to very poor 

conditions, which prompted the suggestion that rents be adjusted 

‘…commiserate with the condition and type of residence’.40 

 

Despite sustained effort to develop realistic financial estimates for 

housing each year, the amount received fell far short of the documented 

need.41  The ‘token’ allocation was often reduced, which caused further 

unwelcome determination of already contested priorities and redoubling 

of efforts to ensure that Darwin housing remained the first priority.42  

This caused practices to be viewed as ‘patching up’ houses, rather than 

adequately maintaining government assets. 

Most houses present a sorry, shabby picture for lack of regular 
maintenance.  One tenant, …, has already applied for a 
reduction of rental!  The work of the Housing Officer has 
increased beyond bounds because of the delays in repairs and 
maintenance, by the continual and unremitting enquiries by 
tenants complaining of the deteriorating and neglected state of 
Departmental homes.43 

 

The administrative process used in preparation and consideration of 

estimates was also thought to seriously impair the outcome in an area that 

                                                 
37 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2905  Housing Accommodation for Department of Civil Aviation - 
Northern Territory,  Letter from Secretary Department of Territories, 23 February 1960. 
38 NAA  Darwin, F1  1958/218  Housing Tennant Creek Repairs and Maintenance 1958/9, 
Memorandum to Director General Services form Municipal Inspector Tennant Creek, 23 July 1958. 
39 NAA  Darwin, F1  1958/218  Housing Tennant Creek Repairs and Maintenance 1958/9, Memoranda 
to Director General Services, 18 August and 1 October 1958. 
40 NAA  Darwin, F1  1958/218  Housing Tennant Creek Repairs and Maintenance 1958/9, Memoranda 
to Director General Services, 1 October 1958. 
41 For example: NAA  Darwin  F1  1958/2006  Housing Estimates – Northern Territory – 1959-60, 
Memorandum from Director General Services to Administrator, 23 July 1959. 
42 NAA  Darwin  F1  1958/2006  Housing Estimates – Northern Territory – 1959-60, Memorandum 
from Director General Services to Administrator, 8 September 1959. 
43 NAA  Darwin  F1  1958/2006  Housing Estimates – Northern Territory – 1959-60, Memorandum 
from Director General Services to Administrator, 8 October 1959. 
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could least afford it.44  The Department of Works being separate to the 

Northern Territory Administration was only part of the issue.  Housing 

requirements had to be determined a year before needed for inclusion in 

estimates and then added to the costed Works Program.  A request for the 

Northern Territory Administration’s program inclusion into estimates 

then went from the Administrator to the Department for approval by the 

Minister and then Treasury.  Approvals were forwarded to the 

Department of Works and the Department of Territories, which then 

forwarded them to the Northern Territory Administration.  Each change 

or addition, no matter how trivial or substantial, then had to go through 

this process.  It is clear that it was impossible for the Northern Territory 

Administration to determine its requirements in time for the preparation 

of forward estimates.  It was also customary for Treasury to query 

costings, particularly the higher costs of houses, which were usually 

explained by additional freight, workers’ accommodation cost and the 

lack of contractors willing to tender.45   

 

The Northern Territory Administration’s exclusion from determination of 

‘tropical housing’ standards was another example of the Territory’s 

removal from national housing policy processes.  Information on desired 

housing standards and the Administrator’s nomination of an appropriate 

(southern-based) officer were sought.  No Northern Territory-based 

officer attended the initial meeting of an interdepartmental conference to 

discuss tropical housing.46  Following this meeting, two small committees 

were established to consider and recommend housing design and 

equipment for staff houses.47  The committees were convened in 

Melbourne, which was the head office of the Department of Works, and 

included representation from the Department of Territories, the CSIRO, 

                                                 
44 NAA  Darwin  F1  1958/2006  Housing Estimates – Northern Territory – 1959-60, Memorandum to  
Assistant Administrator from Director of Works, 10 February 1960. 
45 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3807  Housing (4) Katherine – Construction Of – Northern Territory, 
Telegram to Department of Territories from Administrator, 30 January 1958. 
46 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum to Administrator, February 1957. 
47 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 18 March 1957. 



 237 

Department of Works and Department of Civil Aviation.  A large part of 

the committee’s time was given to discussing air-conditioning and house 

size.  Discussion also occurred on the different standard of housing in 

New Guinea and it was commented that ‘this was because the New 

Guinea Administration had their own allocation of funds.’48  Cabinet 

approved the committee’s recommendations on the minimum standards 

for Government owned buildings.49  These included fans, insect 

screening, water-borne sewerage and evaporative coolers in arid areas.  

At this time bedroom air-conditioning was being trialled in three Darwin 

houses.50  The Administrator maintained that the proposed move to 

reduce house sizes would not substantially change their standard.  Change 

to economic rental meant that it would be unwise to increase house sizes 

due to presumed tenant reluctance to pay increased rent.51  The 

importance of high standard housing to the successful recruitment and 

retention of public servants in the Northern Territory caused the 

Administrator to push for Northern Territory Administration 

representation on the Committee.52 

 

Changing government directions strongly influenced the priority placed 

on public service housing.  The move away from Aboriginal assimilation 

after the 1967 referendum provides another example of an enlarged 

funded housing program.  Estimates for staff housing needed to be 

constructed ‘to assist in the social, economic and political development of 

the Aboriginal people’ was put at 40 in the 1971-72 year growing to 130 

                                                 
48 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, Minutes of 
meeting, 10 April 1957. 
49 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum to Director of Works from Director-General, 11 June 1959. 
50 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum to Director of Works from Director-General, 11 June 1959. 
51 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 10 August 1961. 
52 NAA  Darwin  FI  1966/905 Interdepartmental Committee On Tropical Building Design, 
Memorandum from Administrator, 28 January 1964.  The Administrator also sought the advice of 
women living in Darwin on living conditions through a committee on housing standards and facilities:  
NTAS F1 1965/1819  Darwin Housing Recs by Women’s Committee on Housing Standards and 
facilities. 
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in 1973-74.53  It was claimed that adequate housing was instrumental in 

recruiting government employees to welfare settlements, and that the 

associated program’s success was directly linked to the attraction of high 

calibre staff.54  Reference was also made to the impending decision on a 

separate program for Aboriginal housing, which would remove it from 

the Civil Works Program.  The possible impact of the growing 

importance of Aboriginal welfare spending was recognised.55 

 

The Director of Works in the Northern Territory from 1962, George 

Redmond, records some of the reasons for the Territory’s slow economic 

and social development.  He states that at his first pre-budget conference 

to argue for increased spending in the Territory he was told that the 

Territory lacked ‘potential…to justify additional expenditure’.  Redmond 

successfully set out to spend his entire allocation in the year to prove his 

department’s capability to spend additional resources.  From that point 

on, Redmond maintains, the Northern Territory was able to win 

increasing allocations that drove economic and social development.56  

Accompanying this, the growing population impelled subdivision 

development, land sales and house construction.  In the decade starting in 

the 1964-65 financial year the public service housing program grew from 

172 dwellings,57 to construction contracts for 636 houses and flats in 

1973-74.58 

 

Home Ownership 
 

                                                 
53 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Telex to Department of Interior Canberra, 5 January 1971. 
54 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Memorandum from Acting Assistant Secretary Welfare and Social Services, 
undated ?May 1971. 
55 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Memorandum from Acting Assistant Secretary Welfare and Social Services, 
undated ?May 1971. 
56 George Redmond, In the Eye of the Storm: Darwin’s Development, Cyclone Tracy, and 
Reconstruction, Northern Territory Government, Department of Transport and Works, Darwin, 2001, 
p.3. 
57 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Draft Works Proposals 1971/72. 
58 Redmond, In the Eye of the Storm, pp.43-44. 
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Armed with evidence of unprecedented home loan demand in the 

Territory, the Administrator emphasised the need for additional 

funding.59  The Minister for Territories also pushed for housing schemes 

like those in the states to be adopted in the Northern Territory.60  The 

differences in government housing assistance in the Australian Capital 

Territory, Northern Territory and in Papua New Guinea were highlighted 

in a Cabinet submission.61  It was concluded that the Northern Territory 

had a higher demand for home loans and for higher value loans and that 

the demand was partially due to higher rents for Government housing, but 

also to a much larger backlog of housing applications.  It was argued that: 

It is relevant to consideration of this whole problem that neither 
in the Northern Territory nor in Papua New Guinea is the 
Administration, being forced to make desperate efforts to 
overcome the housing problems of its own servants, geared 
either to set up a Housing Commission on the lines of those 
which have developed in the States under the Commonwealth 
States Agreement or to begin building houses for the public.  
None the less it is perhaps unfortunate that no provision is 
made in either Territory for non-Public Servants, unable to 
finance the purchase of homes, to rent Government-owned 
houses.62 

 

It was recommended that maximum loan limits be increased to a 

comparable level to the War Services Homes Scheme and the CSHA and 

that the territories’ Administrators advise on the need for government 

sponsored rental housing.63  Amendments to housing loan schemes in 

both the Northern Territory and Papua New Guinea included an increased 

upper loan limit from £2,000 to £2,750 and a decreased interest rate from 

five to four and a half percent.  It was also announced that tenants renting 

government housing could buy the houses on similar terms to those 

                                                 
59 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter from 
Administrator to the Actuary at Commonwealth Savings Bank,  9 March 1955.  Chapter 4 of Part 2 
also refers. 
60 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Handwritten note 
by Hasluck on copy of response to Nelson on the steps proposed, 15 February 1955. 
61 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Minister, 30 March 1955. 
62 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Minister, 30 March 1955. 
63 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Minister, 30 March 1955. 
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existing under the CSHA in the rest of Australia.64  Almost immediately 

the Centralian Advocate published an announcement by the Territory’s 

federal Member, Jock Nelson, about the sale of government rented 

housing.65  The proposed sale of government owned dwellings to tenants, 

commenced first in Darwin due to land tenure issues.66   

 

Additional borrowings from the Commonwealth Savings Bank for 

Northern Territory home loans continued to be sought.67  In the case of 

Darwin, it was admitted that expenditure on public works had shown 

little increase since the war, despite funding being available, due to the 

difficulty in attracting ‘building resources’ while full employment was 

being enjoyed in the southern, ‘settled’ states.68  Additional funding for 

home loans was again sought the following year due to very high 

demand.69  It was feared that without additional expenditure the Housing 

Loans Scheme’s success could not continue.70  Responding to Treasury 

surprise about the level of the scheme’s success, the Administrator set out 

the employment details of the 249 loan applicants.  Most were either 

private business people or their employees.71 

 

Late in 1957 a group of Darwin private building contractors sought a land 

grant to subdivide and build 50 low priced homes for sale.72  Within the 

Department of Territories it was acknowledged that there was a need for 

                                                 
64 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Press statement 
made by the Minister for Territories, 6 April 1955. 
65 Centralian Advocate, 10 June 1955. 
66 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 22 September 1955. 
67 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter to General 
Manager, Commonwealth Savings Bank, 16 March 1956. 
68 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter to General 
Manager, Commonwealth Savings Bank, 16 March 1956. 
69 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3963  Housing Loans Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
the Secretary Department of Territories, 31 May 1956.  It was reported that since the inception of the 
scheme to 31st May 1956, 31 homes were bought; 20 existing mortgages discharged and re-mortgaged 
to the Commissioner; and 74 new homes constructed or placed under construction. 
70 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2771  Housing Loan Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 11 October 1956. 
71 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2771  Housing Loan Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 20 November 1956. 
72 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3296  Mitchell, T; Gamble, AD and Sons; Power, WD – Grant of Land 
in Darwin for Construction of Housing Scheme – Northern Territory, Letter to Minister for Territories, 
31 October 1957. 
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lower priced private housing in Darwin that private industry should assist 

in meeting.73  The building syndicate’s proposal was compared to a 1953 

scheme discussed with Jennings Constructions.74  Initially, the key point 

of difference between the two proposals was that the 1957 syndicate 

would fund the costs of servicing the land.75  Following discussion 

between the Director of Lands and T. Mitchell, the syndicate’s 

spokesperson, it became apparent that the syndicate had limited funding 

to put into the scheme and was relying on block loans under the 

Administration’s housing loans scheme.  For this reason the scheme was 

considered less attractive than the 1953 proposal and a suggestion was 

made that the 1957 syndicate finance a smaller scheme.76  This proposal, 

put due to the inability to use finance through the housing loans scheme, 

was sent to the syndicate, however received no response.77 

 

The Department of Territories sought the assistance of the Departments 

of Treasury and National Development to improve the Territory’s 

housing situation.  It was argued that longer term provision of 

substandard housing would detract from the Territory’s stability, both 

economically and socially.78  This step led to the establishment of an 

interdepartmental committee to inquire into the Department of 

Territories’ proposal to increase home lending limits and reduce interest 

rates.  Home loan demand was being driven particularly during the dry 

season by materials and labour availability, additional serviced land and 

                                                 
73 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3296  Mitchell, T; Gamble, AD and Sons; Power, WD – Grant of Land 
in Darwin for Construction of Housing Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to Administrator, 
13 November 1957. 
74 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/3296  Mitchell, T; Gamble, AD and Sons; Power, WD – Grant of Land 
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‘growing confidence’ and stability of the population.79  Due to continuing 

high loan demand, the Commissioner of Housing sought both additional 

home loans and increased funding.  Table 6 shows the demand evidenced 

by sustained loan applications numbering over 100 for the previous years 

and peaking in 1959 at 178.  In an attempt to increase funding options for 

the loan scheme, it was also proposed to amend the Housing Loan 

Ordinance to allow borrowing from banks, corporate bodies, private 

institutions or individuals.80 

 
Table 6.  Home loans under the Housing Loan Ordinance 1954 to 1968.81 

 Applications Approved Value 
$ 

1954 42 21 71,100 
1955 44 32 114,970 
1956 124 91 450,480 
1957 105 89 456,200 
1958 112 76 400,500 
1959 178 107 566,000 
1960 147 145 769,800 
1961 137 72 563,390 
1962 127 93 533,400 
1963 124 119 714,150 
1964 133 117 751,500 
1965 89 89 574,600 
1966 64 54 334,750 
1967 54 57 343,590 
1968 44 39 239,500 

 

Treasury was unwilling to approve additional funds above those approved 

by Cabinet. It would, though, consider an application for additional 

housing funds from savings found elsewhere.82  The amount approved for 

the housing loans scheme was £120,000 in the 1959-60 Budget.  This was 

undertaken within constrained capital works funding.  It was strongly 

suggested that the Ordinance be amended to allow for borrowing from 

                                                 
79 NAA  Canberra  A452  1957/2771  Housing Loan Scheme – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of the Treasury, 27 May 1959. 
80 NTAS  F1  1962/2587  Housing Loans Ordinance 1949, Memorandum to Administrator and Draft 
Bill, 23 October 1959. 
81 Table prepared from figures provided in Northern Territory Annual Reports.  Dollar conversions for 
pound figures prior to 1966 at the rate of £1=$2. 
82 NTAS  F1  1962/2587  Housing Loans Ordinance 1949, Telex message to Commissioner for 
Housing, 27 October 1959. 
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other institutions and diverting funds from other areas.83  Early after the 

Northern Territory Housing Commission was commenced in 1959, 

pressure built for Commission tenants to buy their houses and for the 

government’s home loans to be included in the Commission’s activities.  

From 1966 Housing Commission home loans added to the steadily 

increasing public service housing and private homes built with Northern 

Territory Administration home loans.84  Table 7 shows the growth in 

house construction in both privately built and owner built housing 

following the commencement of, and improvement to, the housing loans 

scheme in the decade after 1956. 

 
Table 7. Completed house and flat building 1956 to 1974.85 

 By/ for 
Government 

Private 
Contracts 

Owner built Total Completed 
Value $'000 

1956 161 98 53 312 2,490 
1957 170 92 66 328 2,756 
1958 137 64 74 275 2,402 
1959 169 101 86 356 3,032 
1960 146 116 79 341 2,764 
1961 178 108 117 403 3,198 
1962 252 85 59 396 3,564 
1963 325 104 62 491 4,150 
1964 181 93 62 336 3,292 
1965 440 108 62 610 5,464 
1966 626 95 61 782 7,618 
1967 246 88 150 484 5,183 
1968 613 160 137 910 9,523 
1969 799 219 191 1,209 13,162 
1970 900 289 236 1,425 18,116 
1971 711 337 174 1,222 16,624 
1972 974 650 355 1,979 30,489 
1973 704 363 354 1,421 19,803 
1974 657 309 439 1,405 22,763 

 

 

                                                 
83 NTAS  F1  1962/2587  Housing Loans Ordinance 1949, Letter from Department of Treasury to the 
Secretary Department of Territories, 27 October 1959. 
84 Discussed more fully in Chapter 2. 
85 Table prepared from figures provided in Northern Territory Annual Reports and Commonwealth 
Bureau of Census and Statistics, Northern Territory Statistical Summary, Commonwealth Bureau of 
Census and Statistics, Canberra, 1970 and 1974.  Dollar conversions for pound figures prior to 1966 at 
the rate of £1=$2. 
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Rum Jungle 
 

Prior to the War, and despite the aspirations of successive Federal 

governments, a ‘well-populated Territory drawing the tropical north into 

the national family’ remained unrealised and the Territory remained 

‘fettered within colonial structures’.86  Funding for the Territory’s 

development and other nation building projects became a reality due to 

the Commonwealth’s access to increased control over taxation, gained 

during the Second World War.87  The normalisation of the Territory 

however was only deliverable to those who shared the values and beliefs 

of ordinary Australians, which centred on a homogeneity of home 

ownership, full employment and prescribed gender roles – Hasluck’s 

‘good society’.88  Hasluck believed that long term investment in the 

economic development of the Territory was part of the post-1945 nation 

building imperative that would see it ‘settled by normal…ordinary 

Australians’.89 

 

When the prospector Jack White discovered uranium bearing deposits at 

Rum Jungle in 1949 he prophesised ‘another Mt Isa growing up here’.90  

While the construction workers’ camp consisted of leaking tents,91 the 

builders constructed the Territory’s only ‘modern mining settlement’ with 

some of the best private housing in the Territory for the mine’s workers.92  

In his speech to officially open the Rum Jungle mine, the Australian 

Prime Minister positioned the mine as the basis for further exploration 

and the Territory’s economic development.93   Through the mine the 

Northern Territory was finally to become ‘civilised, normalised, 

developed, assimilated, modernised; it would make progress and it would 

                                                 
86 Parry, ‘Health: A Matter of Control’, pp.57-70. 
87 Wells, ‘Finding the Road to Rum Jungle’, p.7. 
88 ibid, pp.7-8. 
89 ibid, p.9. 
90 Douglas Lockwood, ‘The Man Who Found Rum Jungle’, Walkabout, vo.23, no.7, July 1957, pp.14-
15.  The Northern Territory News also contributed to expectations about the development impact of the 
uranium mine with forecasts of a doubling of the Territory’s population ‘inside a decade’; and 
published detailed stories about facilities provided at Broken Hill in New South Wales, 8 January 1953. 
91 Northern Standard, 22 October 1952. 
92 Lockwood, ‘The Man Who Found Rum Jungle’, p.15. 
93 Quoted in Wells, ‘Finding the Road to Rum Jungle’, pp.1-16. 



 245 

be made ordinary.’94  Territory Enterprises Pty Ltd (TEP), which 

developed the Rum Jungle mine and allied town of Batchelor, understood 

the importance of offering above award wages and conditions, which 

included architect-designed tropical houses of a standard and 

attractiveness not seen in the Territory before.  For the first time, the 

national norm of home and family both working to produce happy 

families was introduced to the Territory.95 

 

 
Picture 41.  Family life depiction in interior of Batchelor house 1957, A1200/18, L23826, NAA. 
 

Planning to construct a town to accommodate 100 families at the Rum 

Jungle site was commenced in mid July 1952.96  The Deputy Leader of 

the Federal Opposition, Arthur Calwell, while visiting the site declared 

that the mine could support a population of least 3,000.97  By the end of 

July 1952 the Department of Supply was negotiating a contract to build 

six houses and had the Minister for Works’ approval.98  By the end of 

August the Director of Lands reported that all requisitions had been 

issued to cover initial spending on roads, water supply, electricity and the 
                                                 
94 Wells, ‘Finding the Road to Rum Jungle’, p.2. 
95 Ibid. 
96 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Newspaper clipping 
Northern Territory News, 17 July 1952. 
97 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Newspaper clipping, 
Northern Territory News, 25 July 1952. 
98 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Letter to Administrator 
from Secretary Department of Supply, 31 July 1952. 
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housing’s construction.  From the beginning, however, questions arose as 

to the proposed town’s nature.99  Advice was sought on whether 

Batchelor was to be ‘a normal townsite with leases available…’ 

following a request for a private lease to build a general store.100  

Growing interest from private businesses also pressed the Administrator 

to again raise the question of construction and control of the town 

associated with the mine site.101  The Australian Atomic Energy 

Commission restated that the entire area, including the town site, was part 

of a prohibited area under the Defence (Special Undertakings) Act.  It was 

the Commission’s view that the town was part of the Rum Jungle mine to 

provide for mine employees.  The introduction of private traders and 

facilities was therefore not warranted.102 

 
Construction work on the town site was commenced by the Department 

of Works and Housing, with TEP, taking over early the following year.103  

The Department of Works guaranteed the six staff houses and their 

associated works would be completed by mid December 1952.104  The 

initial six houses were quickly allocated to the mine’s managers105 and 

were set amongst trees, a feature that was to help Batchelor eventually 

become known for its tropical garden setting.106  The town was designed 

to house 600 people, including mine employees and their families.  It was 

planned to build 94 houses of three different standards for families, 

allocated according to employment status and for single men to be 

accommodated in separate quarters.107 

                                                 
99 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Memorandum to 
Administrator from Director of Lands, 22 August 1952. 
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Picture 42. Batchelor housing 1957, A1200/19, L23824, NAA. 

 

TEP’s development of Batchelor quickly grew to include 94 houses of 

various types, some ‘Hawkseley’ aluminium construction but most of 

timber and fibro.  Houses were well maintained by the company and 

remained attractive, and sought after.   It was company policy that no 

internal fencing was included and therefore the house allotments 

remained unfenced.  The houses were rented at £2 10s each to married 

company and contractors’ staff in addition to public servants providing 

services in the area.  Single, Hawkseley-type quarters with full board 

were also provided and also some single huts.  The high level of 

maintenance and low rental rates were noted as potential issues if the 

town was taken over by the Northern Territory Administration. 108 

 
In 1962 the Secretary of the Department of Territories proposed a Cabinet 

decision be made about control of Batchelor.  It was argued that as more 

people became interested in living in the town, it would be in the public 

interest for TEP’s control to be reconsidered.109  The Atomic Energy 

Commission maintained that it was undesirable for the efficient operation 

                                                 
108 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Inspection report of 
Batchelor Area, 23 January 1963. 
109 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Memorandum to 
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of the mine that Batchelor be opened up to the public.110  Agreement was 

eventually reached between the Department of Territories, the Atomic 

Energy Commission and TEP that the Administration could meet the 

small demand for a community attached to Batchelor.  It was planned to 

establish a small town site on the opposite side of the road to the existing 

mining town site and negotiate for use of the company’s services and 

amenities.111  The Administrator announced subdivision plans on the site 

opposite the existing town to meet public demand for land when the 

Defence proclamation over Rum Jungle was removed.112  It was not until 

1971 that the Northern Territory Administration gained control over 

Batchelor, following the end of mining and treatment operations at Rum 

Jungle.  At this time the Government was ‘considering’ proposals to 

‘keep the town “alive” by attracting new population’.113 

 

Australia’s post-war reconstruction ethos, driven by notions of economic 

and social stability, underlay government interventions into publicly 

funded housing assistance.  Practices followed in providing public service 

housing and the home ownership scheme in the Northern Territory in the 

period immediately after the Second World War, however, departed from 

the national attributes in publicly funding housing development.  The 

Northern Territory’s housing circumstances effectively removed it from 

the ‘nation of home owners’.  The ‘long boom’s contribution to urban 

growth in southern Australia was not present in the Northern Territory, 

except perhaps for public service housing in Darwin. 

 

The differences in both policies and practices towards public service 

housing provision in the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern 

Territory were highlighted by different housing standards and approvals 

                                                 
110 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Letter from Chairman to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 15 October 1962. 
111 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Minutes of Conference on 
Future of Batchelor Township, 30 January 1963. 
112 NAA  Darwin  F425  C77  Proposed townsite – Rum Jungle (Batchelor), Newspaper clipping, 
Northern Territory News, 7 February 1963. 
113 Department of Interior, Northern Territory Annual Report 1970-71, Australian Government 
Publishing Service, Canberra, 1971, p.31. 
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processes.  Practices in Canberra to circumvent unwieldy policies were 

not extended to the Northern Territory.  Allocations practices, particularly 

in Alice Springs, contributed to already high levels of dissatisfaction 

amongst public servants.  There was also a long history of friction 

between the Department of Works’ staff and the Northern Territory 

Administration that further undermined efforts to improve both housing 

standard and numbers.  In part this was attributed to the Works programs 

and the Estimates cycles, which were conceived for purposes and 

timeframes with little to do with the Territory’s peak building periods.  

However, the speed with which approvals, requisitions, tendering and 

construction commenced at Batchelor suggests that economic 

development considerations could override stultifying government 

processes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Housing suitable workers 
 

It seems to me that for a variety of reasons, there may be a 
continuing need in Darwin over the next ten or twenty years, 
for a form of accommodation which might be termed sub-
standard in southern Australia, but which, if soundly 
constructed, might be fully acceptable under northern 
conditions, as temporary accommodation for people who only 
require temporary accommodation.1 
 

 
 

It was not until the mid 1950s that the Commonwealth began the 

systematic measurement of housing need by comparing population 

figures with available housing and therefore arriving at estimates of the 

‘housing shortage’.  Pioneered by the Commonwealth Housing 

Commission, this was at best a crude measure and ignored geographic 

constraints, affordability of available housing and housing condition. 2  

The Commonwealth Housing Commission’s Final Report made little 

mention of the Northern Territory, nor were the specific housing 

conditions in the Territory considered other than in recommended tropical 

housing design.3  The first CSHA’s commencement in 1945 introduced a 

rental rebate scheme with Agreement housing rented for not more than a 

fifth of family income for those on the basic wage.  The annual losses 

under the Agreement were met in the proportion of three-fifths by the 

Commonwealth and two-fifths by the state.4  The Northern Territory was 

excluded from the Agreement and in quotas for the continuing War 

Housing Programme.5  The Australian Capital Territory was included in 

both the War Housing Program and the CSHA.6  Further exclusion of the 

Northern Territory’s housing and associated services shortfall was 

evidenced in its absence from the Department of Works and Housing’s 
                                                 
1 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Minister’s memorandum to the Department Secretary, 5 September 1957. 
2 M.A. Jones, Housing and Poverty in Australia, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1972, p.20. 
3 Commonwealth Housing Commission, Final Report, Ministry of Post-War Reconstruction, 25 
August 1944, p.101.  In addition, both Australian Capital Territory and Northern Territory house 
numbers were included in Australian totals. 
4 The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement 1945. 
5 As discussed in Chapter 2, Part 2. 
6 NAA  Melbourne  MP574/1  146/1/1  War Workers Housing Trust General Miscellaneous 
Correspondence, Statement of functions and activities of War Housing Division, 2 May 1945. 
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bulletin, Australian Housing, which provided advice and information to 

housing authorities.7 

 

Northern Territory residents’ dissatisfaction with housing’s standard and 

availability drove calls for government assistance for improved home 

loans and rental housing.  The demands envisaged housing assistance 

being made available as in every other Australian state and territory.  

Concerns about the lack of housing and the fledgling home loan scheme’s 

inadequacies prompted the Alice Springs Chamber of Commerce to write 

to Minister Hasluck in 1957 requesting incentives ‘…to induce decent 

white people to settle in this town.’8  The draft response prepared for the 

Minister caused him to demand an alternate response to be developed in 

consultation with the Departments of National Development, the Interior 

and the Treasury.  Hasluck advised his department that he was already 

aware that the Territory lacked access to the CSHA’s provisions and the 

same needs existed in the Territory as in the states.  He maintained that 

the Commonwealth had a ‘similar responsibility in the Territories’ as the 

states in improving housing.9   

 

Writing to the Administrator to advise of the Minister’s views, the 

department Secretary acknowledged that the Northern Territory’s higher 

proportion of ‘temporary residents’ meant that a rental scheme was 

needed to supplement the home loan scheme.  Concerns existed around 

the Territory’s higher building costs which could impact on rent levels, 

and also on the uptake of the home loans.  The Secretary sought the 

Administrator’s estimates of current and projected housing need and told 

him of requesting the assistance of the Commonwealth Experimental 

Building Station to design suitable low cost housing.10  Housing was 

                                                 
7 This was initiated by the War Housing Division of the Department of Labour and National Service 
during the war as Wartime Housing, to provide information to participant building authorities of the 
War Services Housing Trust. 
8 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Letter from Chamber of Commerce, 1 April 1957. 
9 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Hand written note on draft letter, 9 April 1957. 
10 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory,  Memorandum to the Administrator, 10 May 1957. 



 252 

considered to be important to the Territory’s development by making 

living conditions attractive to working families.11  Both the Departments 

of Treasury and National Development agreed that no objection could be 

raised to the Commonwealth accepting the responsibility for providing 

rental housing in the Territory because it was already doing so in the 

Australian Capital Territory.  Treasury however was concerned about 

committing funding to an additional program.12  The two major concerns 

were ways to minimise building costs and ultimately, rental levels, and 

Treasury’s inability to agree to high home loan levels. 

 

The Administrator provided detailed housing need information in each 

Territory town and included building costs, wage rates, and living costs.  

Recommendations for a rental housing scheme were based on the 

Northern Territory’s need to be included in the CSHA’s rent rebate 

scheme.13  At around this time, letters from Mrs Lou Stewart, the 

President of the Darwin Housewives Association, also raised concern 

with the housing situation in Darwin.  Stewart expressed frustration with 

government employees being given housing while ‘locals’ were having to 

make do with very poor accommodation and proposed that ‘houses could 

be built on a small loan’.14 

 

In October 1957 the Department of Territories sought Department of 

Works’ valuation of designs forwarded by the Northern Territory 

Administration.15  Works did not believe either design was suitable, 

commenting that the unlined aluminium-frame house proposed by the 

Administrator was unsuitable for Europeans.  Works suggested instead 

that it could design a house that would cost less than £3,000 to build in 

                                                 
11 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Letter to the Secretary, Department of the Treasury, 7 May 1957. 
12 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory,  Notes on conference, 2 August 1957. 
13 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory,  Memorandum to Secretary, 15 August 1957. 
14 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Letter from President of Association to Administrator,  4 October 1957. 
15 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Memoranda from Department of Territories, undated October 1957. 
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the Territory.16  Opinions and advice were also sought from the New 

South Wales Housing Commission and the South Australian Housing 

Trust, which were interested in building, maintaining and administering 

housing at Alice Springs and Tennant Creek.17 

 

The Darwin Housewives Association again sought to raise the housing 

situation in Darwin, this time writing to the Governor-General: 

...cannot something be done for the people who are living in 
broken down shacks, white ant eaten, and falling down around 
them.  They are not poverty stricken, but with a good type of 
working class people who need a little place of their own, to 
bring their families up in...Practically every block of ground 
sold so far is for Government employees or Hostels for single 
Government staff.18 

 

At the this time the Minister released a statement on the progress in 

meeting the Northern Territory’s housing shortage.  Stating that 

‘spectacular progress’ had been made but that the situation remained 

‘difficult’, the building of 839 new houses and flats, worth £3.5 million 

over the previous three years, was cited as evidence of the progress.  

Approximately half of the houses were for government employees.  The 

other improvement that contributed to increasing numbers of houses 

being built was through the housing loan scheme, particularly in Darwin 

where new sub-divisions were quickly turning into new suburbs.19 

 

In February 1958 the Administrator again wrote to the Secretary of the 

Department of Territories, pursuing a response to his letter of August the 

previous year and attaching plans for a prefabricated house and additional 

information from the Housewives Association President who was 

advocating the house design.20  Housing was a constant topic of interest 

in the Northern Territory with the Northern Territory News giving 

                                                 
16 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Memorandum to Department of Territories, 2 February 1958. 
17 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory,  Notes of discussions, undated November 1957. 
18 NAA  Darwin  F1  1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing 
Commission, Letter from President of Association, 3 February 1958. 
19 Northern Territory News, 4 February 1958. 
20 NAA  Darwin  F1 1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 7 February 1958. 
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prominence to housing stories.  On one day in 1958, three housing stories 

competed for attention on the front page.  The lead article stated that the 

Member for the Northern Territory, Jock Nelson, had been told of low-

priced aluminium homes ‘suitable for the Territory’.  A smaller, but 

adjacent article described the content of Mrs Stewart’s letter to the 

Governor-General and also referred to ‘cheap, prefabricated aluminium 

homes’.  Next to both these articles was news of the tender to build 34 

Government houses in Darwin.21 

 

In passing on information on his visit to Darwin and of Mrs Stewart’s 

representation, the Minister maintained that Stewart was representative of 

the people for whom alternate accommodation was needed in Darwin.  

He supported the representations forwarded by families looking for 

government assisted housing.  Hasluck envisaged that Darwin needed 

accommodation that might be considered ‘sub-standard’ elsewhere but 

would be ‘fully acceptable under northern conditions.22  The Department 

of Works continued to assert its ability to design and construct 

appropriate housing for Northern Territory’s low rental housing scheme, 

to a maximum cost of £3,000.  This was despite the until then cheapest 

house built being the ‘D6’ houses for ‘approved half-castes’, costing 

£3,850.  The Department of Works quickly rejected other proffered plans, 

especially the one proposed by Lou Stewart.23 

 

Cabinet agreed in principle that the government should provide housing 

for rent, in a similar way to the States’ housing commissions.24  The 

submission noted that the Northern Territory was the only place where 

people who were not government employees could not rent a government 

house.25  Cabinet approved the establishment of the Housing Commission 

                                                 
21 Northern Territory News, 6 February 1958. 
22 NAA  Darwin  F1 1974/2354  Housing Programme – NT – Non-Departmental Housing Commission, 
Memorandum to the Secretary, 5 September 1957. 
23 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Letter to Secretary Department of Territories, 12 February 1958, again 26 June 1958. 
24 NAA  Canberra  A4926  1156  Northern Territory – Housing for Persons other than Government 
Employees – Decision 1385, Cabinet Decision No.1385, 21 May 1958. 
25 NAA  Canberra  A4926  1156  Northern Territory – Housing for Persons other than Government 
Employees – Decision 1385, Cabinet Submission No.1156, 6 May 1958. 
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within a framework that included building rental only houses ‘for non-

government employees in the low income bracket’, in determining 

economic rent, £500 was to be deducted from capital cost of housing, no 

rental rebates would apply and the use of the Department of Works on an 

agency basis except when the department did not meet requirements.  The 

final part of the decision showed that the Government continued to see 

the private market as the preferred method of meeting housing needs.26 

 

Wells cites evidence of child neglect presented at the 1957 Select 

Committee into Child Welfare and the higher than average rate of neglect 

noted in the Northern Territory as also instrumental in Cabinet approval 

for the establishment of a Housing Commission.27  This evidence drew on 

ideas about the importance of living conditions for the moral 

development of children, with the Legislative Council Member for 

Darwin, Dick Ward, citing the ‘shocking conditions of housing’ where 

‘delinquency flourishes.’  Witnesses reported that this situation could be 

alleviated if poorly housed families were moved to ‘normal homes’.28  

The Minister for Territories’ press statement gave details about the 

commencement of the Northern Territory Housing Commission and its 

role in providing rental housing for non-government employees ‘in the 

low income bracket.’29 

 

Preparation of the draft Housing Ordinance required resolving a range of 

issues, perhaps most prominently the Housing Commission’s intended 

tenants.  The interdepartmental committee charged with instructing 

Crown Law officers on the drafting had little other than the Cabinet 

decision for guidance.  Discussion about the quantification of ‘limited 

means’ and ‘low income bracket’ dominated meetings.  Proffering 

guidance on this, the Minister provided his interpretation: 

                                                 
26 NAA  Canberra  A4926 1344  Northern Territory – Housing for Persons Other Than Government – 
Decision 1621 (HOC), Submission 1344, 22 August 1958, and Decision 1621, 17 September 1958. 
27 Wells, ‘The Long March’, pp.167-171. 
28 Ibid, pp.168-70. 
29 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory 
Work, Press Statement Northern Territory Housing Scheme, 10 October 1958. 
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It would be in keeping with the intention of cabinet that all 
wage earners who were unlikely to find suitable housing by 
other means might be regarded as eligible…I think that the 
reference to “limited means” is closer to the intention of 
Cabinet than any reference to a low income.  The thinking was 
that persons who might reasonably be expected to provide 
housing for themselves should not be tempted to avoid the 
effort by reason of the fact that they could get cheap rental 
homes.30 

 
He further confirmed that Administration industrial employees could be 

included in the scheme. 

 

On the 14 January 1959 the Bill to establish the Housing Commission 

was introduced in the Northern Territory Legislative Council and passed 

through all stages at that meeting owing to agreement about the Bill’s 

urgent nature.31  The Bill’s terms were outlined as including that the 

Commission would be funded by Commonwealth loans at concessional 

interest rates for 53 years and that the Commission’s financial affairs 

would be independently administered through a Trust Account.  

Subsidisation would occur for each house to a value of £500, which was 

intended to lower the value of houses for rental calculation purposes.  The 

Commission was required to rent houses at rates able to cover its costs 

through rent payments.  Subsidisation of the capital cost of houses was 

the only attempt to make the Commission’s rental housing able to be 

rented by people on low incomes.32  Elected Members were supportive of 

the principle of the Bill, however most raised concerns about the potential 

rental costs being outside the means of the anticipated tenants and two 

Members were scathing of the low level of initial funding to be made 

available to the Commission.33 

 

The South Australian Housing Trust’s assistance was sought with 

estimated costs of houses that it could build in Alice Springs.34 Also at 

                                                 
30 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Handwritten note by 
Minister, 15 November 1958 on Memorandum to Minister, 12 November 1958. 
31 Northern Territory Legislative Council, Debates, 14 January 1959, p.459. 
32 Ibid, pp.460-2. 
33 Ibid, pp.463-70. 
34 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory Work, 
Letter to South Australian Housing Trust, 11 February 1959. 
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this time, the Northern Territory Administration sought to temporarily 

employ experienced, senior South Australian Trust officers.  In a 

response to the South Australian Housing Trust seeking a plan for 

proposed Alice Springs housing, the Administrator responded with a 

detailed description of the proposed housing, in lieu of a plan.  At that 

time it was envisaged that the houses would be three bedroom, with 

internal bathroom and separate toilet, kitchen and living area.  A laundry 

would be part of a ‘lean-to’ shelter to the back entry.  Limited provision 

for internal fittings, like cupboards, was envisioned in a bid to limit the 

cost of the housing.  For similar reasons of keeping maintenance costs 

down, it was thought that the houses should be built of concrete block or 

cement brick with a galvanised iron roof and concrete slab floor.35 

 

A broad range of housing related topics remained uppermost in Northern 

Territory Administration thinking as it prepared for the Commission’s 

first meeting.  Consideration of the conditions behind Cabinet’s approval 

for the Housing Commission, rental costs for housing, the level of 

housing loans and their economic circumstances were all listed as 

needing to be included on the agenda of the Commission’s first meeting.  

Information on the construction of low cost housing and the availability 

of building sites in each of the Northern Territory’s towns were also 

important inclusions, together with action already undertaken by the 

Administrator to gain the assistance of the South Australian Housing 

Trust.36 

 

The Minister was unhappy with the progress to commence the Housing 

Commission and demanded advice of action undertaken to put Cabinet’s 

decision into effect.37  One of the issues was the continued friction 

between the Department of Works and the Northern Territory 

Administration.  This prompted the Minister for Works seeking the 
                                                 
35 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory 
Work, Letter from Administrator, 6 April 1959. 
36 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory Work, 
Notes on discussion with Acting Administrator re Housing Commission, 28 January 1959. 
37 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory Work, 
Telex to Administrator, April? 1959. 
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Minister for Territories’ intercession that the Housing Commission be 

instructed to use the Department of Works.38  Commenting on the letter 

and a discussion with the Minister for Works, Hasluck noted in a private 

letter to the Secretary of the Department of Territories that there appeared 

to be a ‘personal clash’ between the Regional Director of Works in 

Darwin and the Assistant Administrator.39  While acknowledging some 

resentment between the two officers and their staff, the issue was the 

Administration’s long standing frustration with the Department of Works 

in the Territory’s perceived level of responsiveness.  The basis of 

operation of the Housing Commission, to keep costs low and to not 

operate a deficit, added pressure to a system already not coping well with 

construction demand.40 

 

On 15 May 1959, the same day that the Housing Ordinance was 

commenced, the first Commission members were appointed – Reginald 

Marsh, who was the Acting Administrator, as Chairman, Allan Ford as 

Deputy and Bernie Kilgariff as the third member.41  The Housing 

Commissioners’ duties were expressed as being an important part of the 

social ‘progress’ of the Territory.42  The Commission’s first meeting was 

held over 22-24 May 1959 after initially meeting the Administrator to 

discuss government policy around land availability, housing needs and 

low cost housing data.43  At this meeting it was agreed to accept the 

previously established need for 500 to 600 units of accommodation.  The 

adoption of a two bedroom house was undertaken in order to keep house 

                                                 
38 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Letter to Minister Department of Territories, 13 January 1960. 
39 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Confidential Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 18 January 1960. 
40 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/8407 Housing Policy – Non Government Employees – Northern 
Territory, Letter to Minister for Works, 22 February 1960. 
41 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 29/65 N.T. Housing 
Commission.  Meetings of Commission (Meetings 1 to 6 inclusive), Notes in preparation for the Gazettal 
notice, 27 May 1959. 
42 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 2/65 HC Preparatory Work, 
Letter from Administrator,  (day unclear) May 1959. 
43 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 29/65 N.T. Housing 
Commission.  Meetings of Commission (Meetings 1 to 6 inclusive), Minutes of Northern Territory 
Housing Commission, 24 May 1959. 
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rental within the means of those on low incomes.44  At the initial meeting 

the Commission determined to construct housing with ‘solid walling 

materials such as bricks and blocks’ and that it would produce its own 

bricks in Darwin.  The struggle between the number of houses that could 

be built, the limited funding available and the keeping of rent within the 

limits of the intended tenants quickly became pre-eminent concerns.45  

Northern Territory Administration funding assistance was immediately 

sought for administrative costs and insurance.  Also sought were reports 

about building materials from South Africa to diminish building costs and 

the South Australian Housing Trust’s advice.46 

 
The Commission adopted a construction program for 80 houses in its 

inaugural year.47  Due to successful advertising and selection of tenders, 

houses were commenced first in Alice Springs.  The Northern Territory’s 

federal Member, Jock Nelson, questioned the Housing Commission’s 

tender process almost immediately.  Claiming that the buildings would be 

substandard, Nelson was concerned that the houses would prove an 

‘eyesore’.48  The telegrammed advice provided details that the plans for 

the housing were drawn by the Department of Works and that therefore 

they could not be considered sub-standard dwellings.  However, in 

comparison with houses being built for public servants it was accepted 

that the planned houses were much smaller, eight squares instead of 

public service houses of 12 squares.  It was also noted that housing was 

being built privately using the housing loans scheme of only seven and a 

half squares and that this was not considered substandard.49 

                                                 
44 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 29/65 N.T. Housing 
Commission.  Meetings of Commission (Meetings 1 to 6 inclusive), Minutes of Northern Territory 
Housing Commission, 24 May 1959. 
45 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/4877  First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing 
Commission 1960, The First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing Commission, 16 
September 1960. 
46 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 1, File 29/65 N.T. Housing 
Commission.  Meetings of Commission (Meetings 1 to 6 inclusive), Minutes of Northern Territory 
Housing Commission Second Meeting, 19 June 1959. 
47 In Darwin 50, 20 in Alice Springs, and five each in Katherine and Tennant Creek.   
48 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 65/65 Correspondence 
with Federal Members for N.T., Telegram from Minister, 1 November 1959. 
49 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 65/65 Correspondence 
with Federal Members for N.T., Telegram from Administrator to Minister, 2 November 1959, and 
Minister’s letter to Nelson, 3 November 1959. 
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When Nelson inspected the first completed houses with Bernie Kilgariff, 

he accepted the capital cost of constructing Commission housing had to 

be limited.  However, he viewed the housing as too small and lacking 

basic facilities that should be included.  He therefore proposed seeking an 

increase to the housing’s subsidisation from £500 to £1,000 per house.50  

He also proposed at this time that tenants should have the right to buy 

their houses.  On 24 April 1960 the Minister for Territories formerly 

opened the first Housing Commission house.  By the end of June 1960, 

14 houses were completed in Alice Springs and the Commission had its 

first nine tenants paying rent of £3 12s 6p.51 

 

 
Picture 43. Opening of the first Nightcliff Housing Commission house 
1960, PH0238/2118 Spillett Collection, NTLIS.  

 

Tenants were required to agree to three conditions: to pay the rent a week 

in advance; that they would ‘conduct themselves in such a manner that no 

offence will be caused to neighbours’; and that premises would be kept 

‘neat and tidy’.52  Estimated growth numbers provided in response to a 

Public Account Committee enquiry showed that by 1964 the Commission 

had constructed 378 houses and 24 flats.  On the basis of 500 applications 

                                                 
50 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 65/65 Correspondence 
with Federal Members for N.T., Letter to Minister, 26 February 1960. 
51 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/4877  First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing 
Commission 1960, The First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing Commission, 16 
September 1960. 
52 NAA  Canberra  A452  1960/4877  First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing 
Commission 1960, The First Annual Report of the Northern Territory Housing Commission, 16 
September 1960. 



 261 

for housing Territory wide, it projected demand for 4,500 houses over 10 

years.  Most of these were for Darwin, with it being noted that demand 

would decrease in Alice Springs, and that demand in Tennant Creek and 

Katherine was difficult to determine.53  As shown in Figures 1 and 2, 

demand for Commission housing in each of the Territory’s centres was 

fairly closed mirrored by stock in each centre.  This close correlation was 

noted throughout the period researched. 

 

Figure 1. Proportional Housing 
Commission demand 1972-73.54 

Figure 2.  Proportional Housing 
Commission stock 1972-73.55 
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By the end of the decade, the Minister for the Interior, Peter Nixon, 

announced a record construction program for the Housing Commission of 

$5 million. 

In addition to 991 houses and flats units on which work was in 
progress at 30 June, the Commission would start construction 
on another 440 house units in the current financial year.  Of 
these 330 would be in Darwin, 60 in Alice Springs, 35 in 
Tennant Creek and 15 in Katherine.  It was expected that 
construction would be completed on 183 of these units during 
1969/70.  Since the Commission was established about 10 years 
ago it had contracted for the construction of about 2,500 
dwelling units for a total value of about $22m.56 

 

 

                                                 
53 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Notes on Likely Development of the Territory for 
Next Ten Years Assuming 9% Population Increase for the first Five Years, 21 January 1964. 
54 Prepared from Northern Territory Housing Commission, Annual Report of the Housing Commission 
for the Northern Territory for the period 1st July 1972 to 30th June 1973, Northern Territory Housing 
Commission, Darwin, 1974. 
55 Ibid. 
56 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 65/65 Correspondence with 
Federal Members for N.T., Press Statement by Minister for Interior, 15 August 1969. 
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Figure 3. Housing Commission construction 1959-60 to 1969-70.57 
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Housing Commission Subsidisation 
 

In August 1961, the Housing Commission’s increased rents due to 

changes in Commonwealth interest charges caused a petition to be 

collected in protest.58  The Legislative Council also protested the Housing 

Commission’s increase due to the interest payable under the Housing 

Ordinance and requested that: 

…the Minister…make representations to the Federal 
Government to write off an additional £500 of the capital cost 
of each dwelling…to ensure that tenants, most of whom are in 
the lower income group, are not forced to pay a 
disproportionate amount of their income in rent.59 

 
The petition and newspaper coverage of the issue emphasised the known 

disparity between the requirement for the Northern Territory Housing 

Commission to cover its costs and rent paid in the Australian Capital 

Territory and by public servants in the Territory.60  The Administrator 

sought Cabinet agreement to increase the Housing Commission’s capital 

                                                 
57 From Northern Territory Housing Commission Annual Reports, 1964-1970. 
58 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on Additional 
Subsidy Request.  Also Northern Territory News, 25 July 1961, 27 July 1961 and 1 August 1961. 
59 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, included in Memorandum from Secretary Department of Territories to the 
Minister, 20 September 1961. 
60 The comparison made was between a Housing Commission tenant (of limited means) paying £4 9s a 
week for a 7½ square house and a public servant paying as little as £2 10s for a 12 square house: 
Northern Territory Legislative Council, Debates, 2 August 1961. 
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subsidy to a rate comparable with the Australian Capital Territory’s, with 

allowance for the relative levels of building costs.61  In the Australian 

Capital Territory, a 20 percent reduction of the capital cost of building 

was applied to offset higher building costs.  In addition, a rental rebate 

system operated in Canberra and some states.  The Northern Territory, 

though, was specifically precluded from offering rebates.62 

 

At the same time as these issues were being reconsidered, a proposal was 

circulated around the Department of Territories in Canberra to place 

calculation of staff housing rent in the Northern Territory on a similar 

basis as that used in Canberra.  It was recognised that similar principles 

could be applied to Housing Commission rents.63  In response to the 

Secretary’s draft recommendations, the Administrator agreed with the 

memorandum’s general thrust.  However, he also raised the need for 

tenants to buy their homes, as they could in Canberra.64  Cabinet agreed 

to increase the subsidy to £1,000 in all places except Alice Springs, but 

did not approve a rebate system of rebates.  Instead the Administrator was 

authorised to reduce rents as appropriate for individual cases.65 

 

Eight years passed before the Housing Commission’s subsidisation was 

again formally considered.  This time an independent accountant was 

appointed to look into the Commission’s operations and to propose a 

revised capital construction subsidy.66  The investigation, undertaken by a 

Melbourne-based accountant, G.A. McRae, recommended negotiating a 

subsidy of 30 percent comparable to that provided in CSHAs to ensure 
                                                 
61 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on Additional 
Subsidy Request, Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 22 August 1961, Telex message to 
Administrator, 26 September 1961. 
62 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, included in Memorandum from Secretary Department of Territories to the 
Minister, 20 September 1961. 
63 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, included in Memorandum from Secretary Department of Territories to the 
Minister, 20 September 1961. 
64 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, Memorandum from Administrator to Secretary, 11 October 1961. 
65 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, Memorandum to Administrator, 11 July 1962. 
66 NAA  Darwin  F1  1970/7362  Housing Commission N.T. – Capital Construction Subsidies, 
Submission on Capital Construction Subsidy, 30 November 1970. 
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that rents were kept low.  The investigation highlighted that the 

Territory’s continuing economic development was closely allied to low 

priced housing availability.  However this was balanced by the reality of 

the ‘social issues facing the Commission’.  As the only provider of low 

cost housing and building homes on about half of the lots of two new 

subdivisions, care had to be exercised and assistance given to ensure that 

‘shanty towns and slums’ did not develop.  Caution however was urged 

on a move to a rental rebate system, which it was considered necessitated 

additional administrative costs and which was inevitably borne by 

tenants.67 

 

During 1971 when the Housing Commission forwarded a further capital 

construction subsidy submission, the Commonwealth offered the States a 

fixed amount to be shared to provide rent rebates ‘for needy families’.  In 

October the Housing Commission was provided with details of this offer 

and of the opinion that the Commission’s situation would be closest to 

Tasmania’s average house share, which was considerably more than the 

other, larger states.68  Following discussions, the Commission forwarded 

another, amended, capital subsidy proposal.  It was noted that the 

Commission’s rents charged by the Commission were substantially above 

those charged by state authorities and those charged for better houses by 

the public service.  It was argued that the previously agreed ‘acceptable 

limit’ for rent was unrealistic, as the entry of the private sector into rental 

housing meant the Commission would be the housing provider for ‘needs 

housing’ and it would therefore be unable to reach existing rent levels.  

The Commission maintained that the capital subsidy issue was separate to 

that of rental assistance.69 

 

In a separate submission on a Commonwealth grant for rent assistance, 

the Commission stated that it had first looked at introducing a scheme to 
                                                 
67 NAA  Darwin  F1  1970/7362  Housing Commission N.T. – Capital Construction Subsidies, 
Submission on Capital Construction Subsidy, 30 November 1970. 
68 NAA  Darwin  F1  1970/7362  Housing Commission N.T. – Capital Construction Subsidies, Telex to 
Administration Darwin, 18 October 1971. 
69 NAA  Darwin  F1  1970/7362  Housing Commission N.T. – Capital Construction Subsidies, Letter to 
Director Local Government, Community Services and Housing, 10 December 1971. 
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assist tenants of ‘insufficient means’ to meet rent payments in 1963.  The 

Commission believed that its tenants’ growing rental arrears was 

evidence of the need for such a scheme.  The proffered reasons for 

providing rent assistance included the Territory’s higher cost of living, 

the Commission’s higher rents whether or not it received a construction 

subsidy, the existence of tenants in the main categories receiving rebates 

in the states and the lack of alternative sources of revenue in the Territory 

to assist rental activities.  The Commission was concerned about the 

impact for low income people having to pay economic rent, aware that 

Darwin rentals were nearly $4 higher than the lowest interstate rentals.70 

 

The Department of Interior continued to push for additional information 

from the Administrator on the Housing Commission’s proposal regarding 

the subsidy and to provide information on the scheme that operated in 

Canberra.  At this time several aspects of housing policy were under 

review, including the possible introduction of a rental rebate scheme and 

how this could be best administered.  In the Australian Capital Territory a 

rent rebate was granted to tenants who could show that their family 

income was insufficient for its needs.  State grants under the 

Commonwealth’s Housing Act provided grants in lieu of concessional 

interest and a rebate grant to help reduce rental rates for needy cases.  It 

was recognised in Canberra that while state housing authorities had 

access to some funding to offer rebate schemes, the Northern Territory 

Housing Commission did not have such funding.  Therefore it was 

envisaged that the Commonwealth would have to cover the cost by grant.  

While there was some consideration of a rent rebate scheme being 

administered through the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory 

Administration, Canberra’s view was that the scheme should be part of 

the Housing Commission’s business.71 

 

                                                 
70 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/1357  Housing Commission N.T. Capital Construction Subsidies, Telex to 
Department of Interior, 3 March 1972. 
71 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/1357  Housing Commission N.T. Capital Construction Subsidies, 
Memoranda to Administrator, 8, 22 March 1972. 
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The Housing Commission also maintained that only it could provide the 

efficient and effective administration of a rent rebate scheme, citing cases 

when the Commission’s tenants sought assistance in lieu of attempts to 

elicit aid from the Welfare Branch.72  In July 1972 the Government 

approved the introduction of grants to the Northern Territory for housing, 

in a similar way as they were paid to the states.  A specific grant to 

support the introduction of a Housing Commission rental rebate scheme 

was approved within these changes.  In 1973 Cabinet directed that the 

capital subsidy be abolished and full economic rents be charged, and that 

financing arrangements consistent with the new CSHA be introduced.73  

The Housing Commission introduced rebates from the beginning of 1973, 

with 208 tenants taking advantage of the scheme within the first six 

months.74  It continued to be recognised in Canberra that the Northern 

Territory’s Housing Commission provided housing to a wider group of 

people than those just with ‘limited means’. 

In the past the Commission’s practice has been to accommodate 
a wide range of people who applied for accommodation even 
though they may not necessarily have been of limited means.  
This policy stems from the fact that persons apparently well off 
by normal Australian standards are not so in the Northern 
Territory, because of the high cost of living in the Northern 
Territory…and because of the high cost and limited range of 
alternate housing.  Furthermore, the availability of housing has 
been fundamental in enabling the Territory to attract and keep 
skilled workers necessary for development work in the 
Northern Territory.75 

 
 

Another way that some of the Commission’s activities were subsidised 

was in its role as the Territory’s alternate construction agency.  Late in 

1968 the Prime Minister approved the construction of 120 houses in Alice 

Springs for Americans working at the Joint Defence Space Research 
                                                 
72 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/1357  Housing Commission N.T. Capital Construction Subsidies, Letter 
from Housing Commission Chairman to Director of Local Government, Community Services and 
Housing, 29 March 1972. 
73 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, Cabinet Decision No.860, 17 July 1973; also NAA  Darwin  F1  
1972/1357  Housing Commission N.T. Capital Construction Subsidies, Letter to Secretary Department 
of the Northern Territory, 7 November 1973, refers to Cabinet Decision No.860, 16 July 1973. 
74 Northern Territory Housing Commission, The Thirteenth Annual Report of the Housing Commission 
of the Northern Territory, Northern Territory Housing Commission, Darwin, 1973, p.10.  This 
represented a quarter of tenants. 
75 NTAS  NTRS 592/P1, General Administration Files 1965-1976, Box 2, File 144/65 Details on 
Additional Subsidy Request, Letter to Secretary, Department of Treasury, 6 September 1974. 
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Facility, on the basis that the United States pay the Commonwealth’s 

capital expenditure.76  Nearly a year later this approval was extended to a 

further 20 houses, on the same terms and conditions.77  The Defence 

Department entered into an agreement with the Northern Territory 

Administration for the Housing Commission to build the Alice Springs 

housing to rent to Joint Defence Space Research Facility employees.  The 

Commission was at pains to ensure that the properties would remain the 

its property and able to be rented at any time.78  The cost of the initial 120 

houses, inclusive of site development and servicing costs, park 

development and primary school, was $4,045,000.79  Housing 

Commission acquisition of 49 houses and eight flats totalled $474,982, 

with the Federal parliament approving the appropriation of this advance 

to the Commission on the usual terms of capital loans to the Commission, 

of repayment over 53 years with a non-repayable capital subsidy of 

$1,000 per unit, unless resold, at an interest rate of six percent.80 

 

In June 1971 an additional request for further housing and flats prompted 

the Housing Commission to say it was no longer able to provide housing 

due to a long waiting list for Alice Springs housing.81  The Defence 

Department and Treasury supported the request, however, and could see 

no reason for objection.82  Planning and discussion began almost 

immediately on the best approach to develop the required land, and on 

                                                 
76 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Letter from Minister for Defence to the Treasurer, 23 September 1969. 
77 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Letter from Treasurer to Minister for Defence, 2 October 1969. 
78 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Telex message to Department of Interior from Northern Territory 
Administration, 24 February 1969. 
79 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Letter from Assistant Administrator (A.S&F) to Department of 
Defence, 29 May 1970. 
80 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Letter from Assistant Administrator (A.S&F) to Manager Housing 
Commission, 23 June 1970. 
81 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Letter from Secretary Department of Defence to Secretary Department 
of the Interior, 7 June 1971. 
82 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services, Telex from Defence Canberra, 15 June 1971. 
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approaches to the request’s funding.83  A compromise was found around 

Alice Springs’ land shortage and the political undesirability of building 

flats ‘even with special funds’.  An agreement was reached that available 

land be auctioned after allocations to the Housing Commission and the 

Northern Territory Administration.  Additional land could then be 

developed for the Joint Defence Facility and additional Northern 

Territory Administration programs.84 

 

Sale of Housing Commission houses 
 

In November 1961 the Darwin City Council sought the amendment of the 

Housing Ordinance to allow tenants to buy their Commission homes after 

renting for 12 months, with rent paid credited towards a deposit.  Council 

members sought encouragement of home ownership in the Territory as 

one ‘step in the right direction’ to make the Territory community more 

‘settled and stable’.85  The Administrator, Roger Nott, responded by 

advising that the matter was already under government consideration.86  

In the event it was one of the nominated members of the Legislative 

Assembly and a member of the Housing Commission, Bernie Kilgariff, 

who introduced an amendment to the Ordinance to allow housing sales to 

tenants and for rentals to be made available to private organisations as 

industry housing.87  This was further pursued by Kilgariff, who sought 

the advice of the Administrator to amend the Housing Loan Ordinance to 

include it as part of the Housing Commission.88  While supported and 

recommended by the Administrator, the Department of Territories took 

                                                 
83 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services,  Telex message from Northern Territory Administration to Department 
of Interior, 28 June 1971. 
84 NAA  Darwin  F1 1969/218  Joint Defence Space Research Facility - Alice Springs - Housing 
Residential Blocks & Services,  A letter from Assistant Administrator (L&C.D) to Director of Works, 
27 July 1971 projected the cost of 20 houses and the development of 32 land sites at $627,000; also 
telex message from Department of Interior to the Northern Territory Administration, 21 July 1971. 
85 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Memo from Administrator to the Secretary, Letter 
from Town Clerk, 3 November 1961. 
86 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Letter from Administrator, November 1961. 
87 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 1 May 1962. 
88 NTAS  F1  1962/2587  Housing Loans Ordinance 1949, Letter to Assistant Administrator, 11 July 
1962. 
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another view.  As the amendment was contrary to the Cabinet decision 

that stipulated the Commission provide rental housing, it was 

recommended that the Administrator be instructed to withhold assent of 

Kilgariff’s Ordinance.89 

 

While the Minister appeared concerned about the matter, and requested 

that the Secretary talk to the Administrator about it during a coming visit, 

he nonetheless sought further consideration of the change in policy that 

the Administrator had recommended.90  On being instructed to reserve the 

now passed Ordinance, the Administrator provided detailed reasons on 

how important it was that the legislation be assented to.  These centred on 

Northern Territory Administration plans to use the Housing Commission 

as both a building agent and provider of rental housing for the Methodist 

Overseas Mission on Croker Island.91  The Department’s view was that 

sale of Housing Commission homes to tenants would reduce the 

Commission’s maintenance commitments and contribute to further 

stabilisation of the Territory community.  However the key issue was that 

the provision of a capital subsidy on each house the Commission built 

meant that it would become an unintended ‘present’ to home purchasers.  

The Secretary instead recommended that the reconvened 

interdepartmental committee further examine the issue.92  At the same 

time, action was taken to recommend to the Governor-General for assent 

to be withheld to the changes as it was maintained that the Housing 

Commission should concentrate on its main business, building low cost 

houses for rent, and that additional functions for the Commission would 

                                                 
89 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Minister, 11 May 1962. 
90 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory,  Handwritten note, 11 
May 1962, on Memorandum to Minister, 11 May 1962. 
91 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory,  Letter to Secretary, 27 
November 1962. 
92 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Memorandum to 
Minister, 22 May 1962. 
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lead to increased overheads which would be reflected in cost of houses.93  

The Governor General approved non-assent in May 1963.94 

 

Following the committee’s investigation, the Minister approved sales 

with amended conditions.  These included that sales be to tenants of not 

less than two years and that the sale price would be replacement value 

less depreciation.95  In the lead up to Cabinet deliberation of a policy 

change to allow for sale of Commission houses to tenants, the Minister 

had to push his department to provide convincing arguments for Cabinet 

to reverse its earlier decision.96  In discussions on house sales it was 

understood that tenants would not be able to pay a deposit of 10 percent 

of the house’s value and administrative costs of home purchase.  It was 

therefore recommended that a minimum deposit be agreed as £100, the 

Commission however being encouraged to elicit higher deposits.97 

 

Northern Territory Legislative Council debate on legislation allowing the 

Housing Commission to sell properties centred on the level of deposits 

required to buy a house and the period that potential purchasers needed to 

be Commission tenants.  The majority view was that £100 be the deposit 

amount and that purchasers should be tenants for at least two years prior 

to purchasing homes.  Bernie Kilgariff also made the point that if the 

deposit was reasonable, a sales scheme may be attractive to Aboriginal 

people, and lead to the Commission housing more Aborigines.98  The 

Housing Commission’s consideration of the issues, though, led to 

recommending, rather than stipulating, a set deposit, and that the 

Commission fix the deposit, on the understanding it was to be at least 

                                                 
93 NTAS  F1  1962/2587  Housing Loans Ordinance 1949, Memorandum from Administrator to the 
Secretary, Department of Territories, 7 March 1963. 
94 NAA  Canberra  A452  1962/1288  Housing Loans Ordinance – Northern Territory, Instrument of 
Non-Assent, 17 May 1963, Gazettal notice, 28 August 1963. 
95 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Letter to Secretary 
Attorney-General’s Department, 19 November 1962. 
96 NAA Canberra  A452  1960/8333 Housing Ordinance – Northern Territory, Handwritten note by 
Minister, 19 September 1962.  Memorandum to Minister, 11 May 1962. 
97 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Memo from Manager/Architect to Chairman NTHC, 
14 January 1963.  The lending terms of state Housing Commissions were stated as being £100 in 
Victoria and £50 in all other states. 
98 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Transcripts of Northern Territory Legislative Council 
in committee debate re Housing Ordinance 1962, ?August 1963. 
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£100.  On the requirement that tenants wait for two years before being 

able to purchase their homes, the Commission argued that residential 

qualifications were not needed in the states or for public servants buying 

houses in the Northern Territory.  The Commission considered that if it 

was to introduce a sales scheme to tenants it should be encouraged from 

the outset, noting that evidence from interstate showed that ‘the home 

owner did far more in garden development, beautification and general 

property maintenance than did the tenants of similar properties’.99 

 

In examining the Commission’s policy, the Department of Territories 

sought the Administrator’s views, separate to those he may hold on 

behalf of the Commission or as the Commissioner for Housing.  The 

Administrator supported the idea of the £100 deposit as it would help to 

encourage the largest number possible to buy their houses and therefore 

decrease Commission costs and increase social stability.  It would also 

bring the Housing Commission ‘into line’ with southern Commissions.  

Concern about possible speculative house buying was raised in 

justification of the residential qualification.100  Following further 

examination of the policy in Canberra, including discussions with 

Treasury and the Department of National Development,101 the Minister 

approved the legislative changes to allow the Housing Commission to sell 

its properties under certain conditions.102  The Housing Ordinance, 

allowing for the sale of Housing Commission homes to tenants quickly 

became extremely successful with hundreds of Commission houses 

passing into private ownership. 

 

                                                 
99 NTAS NTRS 592/P1, File 1/65 HC Ordinance, Memo to O.I.C. Legislation from Chairman, 27 
August 1963. 
100 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/1733  Sale of Housing Commission Houses Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to Secretary Department of Territories, 10 September 1963. 
101 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/1733  Sale of Housing Commission Houses Northern Territory, 
Handwritten note, 19 September 1963. 
102 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/1733  Sale of Housing Commission Houses Northern Territory, 
Memorandum to Minister, 30 October 1963. 
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Table 8. Housing Commission home loans and value.103 
 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 

 Sales Value 
$'000 

Sales Value 
$'000 

Sales Value 
$'000 

Sales Value 
$'000 

Sales Value 
$'000 

Darwin 7 46 28 235 66 611 100 943 114 1,188 

Alice 
Springs 

3 21 7 51 34 275 31 264 34 302 

Katherine   1 19 4 44 3 32 1 13 

Tennant 
Creek 

  2 9 1 12   1 11 

TOTALS 10 66 38 314 105 941 134 1,240 150 1,514 

 

 
The Northern Territory was the only area in Australia not included in 

solutions to the nationally acknowledged post-war housing shortage.  It 

was similarly excluded from war-time housing initiatives.  Added to this, 

and unlike anywhere else, its largest town, Darwin, had suffered 

extensive destruction associated with accommodating large numbers of 

military personnel and enemy bombing.  In both Darwin and Alice 

Springs there was sustained and vocal dissatisfaction with housing and 

the lack of effective response about inclusion into government sponsored 

housing programs.  From the 1950s, the role of the Minister for 

Territories, Paul Hasluck, and his appointed Administrator, Frank Wise, 

cannot be underestimated.  Both men had more than an interest in 

improving housing that would naturally have flown from conscientious 

fulfilment of their respective duties.  Their previous involvements in 

government sponsored housing assistance, and understanding of just how 

neglected the Territory had been in relation to this, appeared to motivate 

their seeking a fairer housing deal for Northern Territory residents. 

 

While there was increased involvement of Darwin-based public servants 

in the decision-making process from the 1950s, old opinions about the 

Territory remained pervasive.  In particular, there remained a view, 

clearly expressed from the Minister down, that different, lower standard 

housing was acceptable in the north.  The links between government 

assistance for home ownership and rental housing were too often only 

                                                 
103 Prepared from Housing Commission Annual Reports.  While 1965-66 was the first year of the 
scheme’s operation it only commenced financial operations on 1 July 1966. 
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understood as meaning that assistance for one precluded aiding the other.  

Canberra-based Treasury officers, presumably comfortably housed in at 

least originally government sponsored housing, were reluctant to 

envisage that similar assistance should be provided in the Northern 

Territory. 

 

Final approvals for the Northern Territory Housing Commission included 

the charging of economic rent to ensure that the Commission did not 

operate a deficit.  While this was in keeping with the existing 1956 

CSHA, it was outside ‘normal’ arrangements for government sponsored 

housing as most states subsidised the continuing provision of rental 

rebates.  It also ignored funding assistance provided to states during the 

War and in the initial CSHA.  Despite the lack of an economic basis to 

even expect a private market, reliance was placed on encouraging private 

construction.  Government reports into the 1970s were still hopefully 

forecasting the entrance of private investment into the Territory’s non-

existent rental market. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Assimilating into the general community 
 

The houses are sited in normal residential areas interspersed 
with private homes and other Administration houses occupied 
by staff.  They are of basically the same design and standard to 
other houses so that, in effect, they are special houses only in 
the sense that rental is charged on a basis specially approved for 
part-coloured people…1 
 

 
 

The patrol officer Jeremy Long in an article written 10 years after the 

assimilation policy’s formal adoption argued that ‘part-Aboriginals’ in 

the Northern Territory were ‘better integrated into the general community 

than in most parts of the continent.’2  Citing Donald Horne, who wrote in 

The Lucky Country that Darwin was an example of a multi-racial society, 

Long observed that Aborigines of mixed descent were employed in a 

range of occupations, played sport, socialised with whites and lived in 

suburban housing.3  Paul Hasluck claimed that mixed descent Aborigines 

living within the Australian community were not regarded as 

Aborigines.4  Julie Wells notes that frustration with the continuing poor 

living conditions in Darwin’s various ad hoc post-war camps, where most 

of the ‘coloured community’ lived, was exacerbated by the knowledge 

that available funding was being put into public service house building.5  

Post-war social change ideas concentrated on the role of improving living 

standards – that if slum conditions could be alleviated through improved 

housing, the moral uplift of the willing occupants would follow.  The role 

of the nuclear family with a male breadwinner and the female in domestic 

organisation, was also paramount.  Mirroring earlier ideas of the essential 

role of white women in civilising the tropics, post-war policies imbued 

                                                 
1 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Notes for 
Committee Housing for Part-Coloured Families Northern Territory, 4 October 1960. 
2 J.P.M. Long, ‘The Administration and the Part-Aboriginals of the Northern Territory’, Oceania, 
vol. xxxvii, 1966-67, pp.186-201, p.186. 
3 Ibid, pp.187-8. 
4 Hasluck, Shades of Darkness,  p.68. 
5 Wells, ‘The Long March’, p.156. 
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women with a ‘particular responsibility’ in ‘civilising and populating the 

Northern Territory’.6 

 

Wells conceptualises the 1950s ‘Part-Coloured Housing Program’ as one 

of the special provisions to assimilate the specifically ‘coloured 

community’.7  Hasluck gave the scheme priority.  Anticipated difficulties 

were seen as setting appropriate rent and the potentially highly 

contentious issue of its acceptance by other ill-housed Darwin residents.  

It was recognised that the success of any policy to integrate mixed 

descent Aborigines into Darwin and Alice Springs suburbs needed 

existing residents’ support.  It was for this reason that great care was used 

in selecting families for the scheme’s housing.  Descriptions of the 

housing starting to be built for Aborigines and that built for mixed 

descent Aborigines, showed signs of a ‘staged’ process in developing a 

‘house consciousness’ that was considered so desirable to demonstrate 

responsible housing occupancy: 

In the development of housing for aborigines there are three 
main problems to be overcome: the development of the settled 
life for a naturally nomadic people by the occupation of houses, 
the development of settled pursuits and training in hygiene and 
sanitation which is essential for a settled community.  For the 
first stage single roomed huts well ventilated and with a 
verandah have been designed; later huts of two or more rooms 
will be developed.8 

 

The Darwin housing, said to be occupied by ‘half caste families of 

average development’, was described as: 

…30’ x 20’ with fibro cement walls and louvres, walls are not 
lined; they are ceiled, corrugated and with fibro cement roofing.  
The houses are to be partitioned to suit the family.  Provision is 
made for kitchen, bathroom and outside laundry.9 

 

However, the Gap Settlement housing in Alice Springs, rented to ‘half 

caste families generally of below average development’, was 

acknowledged as being ‘not well designed,…too small for a family.’  The 

                                                 
6 Ibid, p.158. 
7 Ibid, p.163. 
8 NAA Darwin  F1  1954/984  Welfare Branch Commonwealth and States Welfare Conference 1954, 
‘Housing for Aborigines and Half Castes’, 28 October 1954. 
9 Ibid. 
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houses being built for Aboriginal families of  mixed descent, dispersed 

throughout the new East Side subdivision, were described as comprising 

two bedrooms, sleepout, living room, kitchen, internal bathroom, laundry 

and toilet facilities.10 

 

This chapter examines administration of housing programs for mixed 

descent Aborigines and their inclusion by the Housing Commission.  It 

continues the story of how changing administrative policices impacted on 

the inclusion of mixed descent Aborigines into Territory suburban living.  

 

Alice Springs 
 

Late in 1955 the Welfare Branch continued to act as the Northern 

Territory’s agent in inspecting the ‘half-caste’ houses at the Gap 

Settlement.11  In addition, their responsibilities extended to 

recommending ‘suitable tenants’ for the houses.  It was quickly recorded 

that there was insufficient housing for all those in Alice Springs living 

‘under sub-standard conditions.’  There was also a call for a survey of ‘all 

people, other than Aboriginals’ who were living in substandard 

conditions.12  The applications for now vacant housing at the Gap 

included people fringe-camping around Alice Springs or living with other 

families.  There were also three applications from European men living 

with Aboriginal partners.13 

 

In November 1956 it was planned to paint the Gap cottages.  There was a 

feeling that essential services should be connected to the cottages before 

painting and decorating were added.  The closing of an opening between 

the exterior wall and roof with fly wire was also considered to have more 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 
11 As discussed in Part 2, Chapter 3. 
12 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director Welfare, 20 
October 1955. 
13 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to District Welfare 
Officer from Patrol Officer, 2 December 1955. 



 277 

priority than painting.14  The settlement’s continuing poor condition was 

considered ‘disgraceful’ and it was argued that action should be taken to 

prevent further deterioration.15  The welfare officer with responsibility for 

the Settlement continued to report required maintenance on the houses 

however acknowledged that the Welfare Branch was ‘powerless to do 

anything with regard to the repair of these homes’.  In seeking to improve 

security in the homes however, he was advised that residents caused most 

damage.16 

 

Following the return of repairs and maintenance requisitions for the Gap 

cottages and request for a review, the Alice Springs District Officer 

established a long list of required repairs.  The work was estimated to 

cost £24,000, which suggested its inclusion as part of a capital program 

and raised questions of whether it was worth spending.17  When 

compared to the value of new flats and the last 24 houses for ‘coloured 

families’, spending £24,000 on renovating the Gap houses would still 

leave them too small and substandard.  It was noted that successful 

assimilation occurred more noticeably where families were spread out in 

suburbs, rather than concentrated in one area.  However, in Alice Springs 

it was believed that there was a large number of families who required 

continued monitoring and ‘transitional’ housing.18 

 

The tensions between the moves to suburban housing and perceived 

continuing need for ‘transitional’ housing were reflected in the prepared 

recommendations.  These included further house building at the Gap for 

families who had ‘not perhaps reached an acceptable social standard’ and 

the conversion of 24 existing cottages into 12 larger houses.  It was 

                                                 
14 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to District Welfare 
Officer, 14 November 1956. 
15 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director of General 
Services, 28 November 1956. 
16 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to District Welfare 
Officer, 9 January 1957, and handwritten note on memorandum, 10 January 1957. 
17 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director General 
Services, 11 July 1957. 
18 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director General 
Services, 11 July 1957. 
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envisaged that eventually the older houses would be demolished.19  There 

was a recommendation that the cottages rent be reduced due to their poor 

condition.20  In discussing rent payment options for new houses for ‘half-

castes’ it was noted that if rent was within tenants’ means it would 

encourage payment and better care of the houses.21  Following other 

calculations based on Australian Capital Territory practice, the Minister 

approved that rent be a fifth of the basic wage, as allowed for in CSHA, 

less rates and charges which would be the tenant’s responsibility, and a 

deduction of 20 percent for prompt payment.  It was noted that using the 

recommended rent formula for newly completed flats in Darwin, which 

were only marginally bigger than the houses for ‘half-castes’, would be 

on a par with that calculated for the housing.22 

 

Darwin 
 

Following a trip to Darwin, the Minister believed that ‘something should 

be done to assist some of the better half-caste families in Darwin to 

obtain better houses.’  Hasluck suggested that the Government build 

some low rental houses, or low cost housing for purchase to ‘selected 

mixed-blood families’.  He felt that without intervention the families 

would not ‘make the transition from sub-standard dwellings…’23 

 

The Director of Welfare considered the proposal in preparation for 

discussion at the 1955 Missions Administration Conference.24  Possible 

ways to build the housing were also discussed, as was the assumed 

negative public comment about perceived ‘preferential treatment’ being 

                                                 
19 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director General 
Services, 11 July 1957. 
20 NAA Darwin  F135 U29  Heavitree Gap Housing Settlement, Memorandum to Director Welfare 
from District Welfare Officer, 7 January 1958. 
21 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Administrator to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 8 March 1954. 
22 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Memorandum to 
Minister, 22 May 1954. 
23 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Secretary, 
Department of Territories, 18 July 1955. 
24 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum from Acting 
Administrator, 14 October 1955. 
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given to Aborigines of mixed descent while ‘white families’ were also 

seeking better housing.  The Minister called for immediate action on the 

housing situation, which he felt had been discussed for over five years, 

without effective action.25  The Director of Welfare’s proposal was to 

build similar style and size houses in Darwin, as had just been built in the 

East Side subdivision in Alice Springs.  Due to the need to reduce the 

1954-55 program, the plan to spend £76,000 on housing for mixed 

descent Aboriginal families in Darwin was dropped.  Following the 

‘cleaning up of the Parap-Stuart Park area’ it was discussed that 

‘halfcaste houses’ would be provided in the new subdivisions at a rate of 

up to 10 percent.  The Director of Welfare and the Director of Lands 

believed it could be difficult to gain community acceptance of the idea, 

and the Director of Lands maintained that there would be a drop in value 

of blocks ‘contiguous to those allocated for halfcaste homes.’26 

 

The Administrator provided detailed information on action to improve 

mixed descent Aborigines’ housing in Darwin.  Land had been surveyed 

in the new subdivision ready for Sidney Williams’ huts to be erected and 

connected to services.  The huts would provide housing for those living in 

‘unsatisfactory huts at Parap’.  The Department of Works was condemned 

for its apparent inability to complete public service house building, 

however houses had begun to be allocated to ‘half-caste’ government 

employees.27  A welfare officer, Babe Damaso, himself a member of 

Darwin’s ‘part-coloured’ community, advised the Director of Welfare 

that 44 ‘part-coloured families’, a number of whom were employed by 

the Government, required improved housing.  To this figure the Director 

added another 12 from two missions, making a total of 56.28  Armed with 

this information the Minister agreed with the Administrator’s proposal to 

                                                 
25 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Secretary, 20 January 
1956. 
26 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum from Director of 
Welfare, 31 January 1956. 
27 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Secretary Department 
of Territories, 8 February 1956. 
28 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Director of Welfare, 
22 February 1956. 
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seek the cooperation of the churches.  However, he requested an urgent 

proposal for a scheme for 100 dwellings over the next five years, and for 

inclusion of the previously approved £76,000 in the coming year’s 

Estimates.29 

 

Although the churches had made little progress in developing rough 

housing plans, the Administration continued in its idea of a house of 

approximately eight and a half squares and costing around £3,850.  It was 

doubted that anything less than at least a three bedroom house would be 

acceptable due to the size of the families involved.30  Following surveys 

of areas where ‘part-coloured families’ lived, Babe Damaso provided 

details on the living conditions and locations of 70 families comprising 

over 300 people.  The report highlighted that most families had more than 

four children, that housing conditions were sub-standard for an extended 

period and that despite consistent requests for maintenance and/ or 

improvements no major work had been undertaken, and all had been 

employed since returning to Darwin after the war.31 

 

The choice of sites for 20 houses for ‘part-coloured families’ in Darwin 

pre-occupied both the Lands and Welfare Branches over the second half 

of 1957.32  The sites selected were in the Bagot Road subdivision, that 

became Ludmilla, with six sites in three streets.  In Stuart Park there were 

nine sites in two streets.33 However the Director of Welfare, Harry Giese, 

maintained that some were not sufficiently spaced ‘to obviate the 

development of a small part-coloured ‘bloc’ in that area.’34  Four 

alternate sites were located, amongst them two sites ‘formerly held as a 

                                                 
29 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to the Administrator, 18 
May 1956. 
30 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Director of Welfare, 
8 October 1956. 
31 NAA Darwin  F1  1955/1119  Part-Coloured Housing Policy, Memorandum to Director of Welfare, 
3 January 1958. 
32 NAA  Darwin  F1  1957/1032  Erection of 20 Houses for Part Coloured Families Darwin, Works 
Requisition, 19 July 1957. 
33 NAA  Darwin  F1  1957/1032  Erection of 20 Houses for Part Coloured Families Darwin, 
Memorandum from Surveyor-General to Director of Welfare, 9 August 1957. 
34 NAA  Darwin  F1  1957/1032  Erection of 20 Houses for Part Coloured Families Darwin, 
Memorandum to Administrator, 13 August 1957. 
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welfare lot in the Church scheme’, which by now was considered 

defunct.35  The letter to the successful tender stipulated 20 ‘D6’ type 

houses.36  In September 1958 two Aboriginal families of mixed descent, 

living in the new houses were selected for a visit by a parliamentary party 

led by the Minister.  This tour was part of a deliberate public relations 

exercise to showcase the Commonwealth’s work in ‘native 

advancement’.37 

 

 
Picture 44. Mixed descent Aboriginal family in front of house with 
Hasluck 1958, A1200/1, L28016, NAA. 

 

The Minister agreed that the same process to rent approved for Alice 

Springs apply to Fannie Bay housing for Aboriginal families of mixed 

descent.38  He later approved a uniform rent policy for all houses built for 

mixed descent Aborigines in the Territory’s centres.39  In June 1960 

approval was sought for the granting of a rental subsidy for ‘mixed-race 

and aboriginal tenants of Administration owned and Housing 

Commission dwellings’ and that all rents for existing ‘mixed race’ houses 

                                                 
35 NAA  Darwin  F1  1957/1032  Erection of 20 Houses for Part Coloured Families Darwin, Hand 
written note from Surveyor General to Director of Welfare, 20 August 1957. 
36 NAA  Darwin  F1  1957/1032  Erection of 20 Houses for Part Coloured Families Darwin, Letter to 
Mr T. Christou, 10 December 1957. 
37 NAA  Darwin  F1  1958/237  Welfare Branch  Inspection Tour of Welfare Establishments NT by 
Parliamentary Party, Memorandum from District Welfare Officer, 5 September 1958, and handwritten 
nominations of families, 16 September 1958. 
38 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Administrator to 
Secretary, 23 April 1957, and Memorandum to Minister, 10 May 1954. 
39 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Memorandum to 
Minister, 16 December 1959. 
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be adjusted accordingly.40  This was not supported by the Minister, who 

instead argued for discontinuation of the existing ‘special project for 

housing mixed-race people’ and sought detailed assessment of need for 

people ‘in various categories’.  He noted, however, that the Housing 

Commission was not ‘intended to be a means of meeting this particular 

social problem.’41 

 

The need assessment examined Housing Commission usage by 

Aboriginal people of mixed descent and the advantages and 

disadvantages of the Housing Commission taking over responsibility for 

housing ‘half-castes’.42  It was noted that ‘full-standard housing’ was 

provided for some ‘part-coloured’ families, and that the housing was in 

‘normal residential areas’ and constructed using designs and standards 

similar to other houses.43  However there also existed  ‘transitional type 

housing’ in Alice Springs that was not included in the notes for 

discussion.  The notes show that 75 houses, of the ‘ordinary suburban 

type’ for Aborigines of mixed descent had been built in each of the 

Territory’s towns.44 

 

Suburban living 
 

The Director of Welfare stressed that successful Housing Commission 

tenancies by both Aborigines and those of mixed descent meant it was 

time rental subsidies were provided to assist those who could live 

independently.45  The main reason for a change in policy was the 

expectation that housing for ‘half-castes’ could be built and managed by 

                                                 
40 NAA  Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Draft submission 
prepared for Minister following telex from Darwin, 27 June 1960. 
41 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT, Handwritten note 
on Memorandum of recommendation from Secretary, 12 September 1960. 
42 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Notes for 
Committee Housing for Part-Coloured Families Northern Territory, 4 October 1960. 
43 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Notes for 
Committee Housing for Part-Coloured Families Northern Territory, 4 October 1960. 
44 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Notes for 
Committee Housing for Part-Coloured Families Northern Territory, 4 October 1960.  Housing numbers 
were 43 in Darwin, 27 in Alice Springs, three in Katherine, and two in Tennant Creek. 
45 NAA  Darwin  F1  1960/810  Welfare Branch Part Coloured Housing Programme Policy, Telegram 
to Department of Territories, 7 October 1960. 
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the Housing Commission more cheaply than by the Northern Territory 

Administration.46  The Minister demanded emphasis on ensuring that 

‘shanty towns’ were avoided, that supervision and guidance were 

provided and considered that the Housing Commission was a more 

appropriate landlord.  He particularly wanted to see those considered 

capable of living in conventional housing encouraged to live in an 

‘ordinary community’.47  The Director of Welfare wanted ‘transitional’ 

housing discontinued as there was insufficient transitional housing and it 

was almost impossible to get public agreement to new housing sites.  By 

this time the Welfare Branch had a ‘working understanding’ with the 

Housing Commission that had seen half of the Commission’s housing 

allocated to mixed descent Aborigines.  The Housing Commission’s 

construction of three bedroom houses also meant more Aboriginal 

families would apply for that housing.48 

 

By the end of June 1961 the Commission held over 500 housing 

applications and acknowledged ‘further potential demand’ from 

Aboriginal people moving to the towns for employment.  Two of the 79 

Commission tenants were Aboriginal and it was estimated that 

approximately 30 Aboriginal families of mixed descent were tenants.49  

The continued lack of debt amongst tenants was worthy of mention and it 

was considered to reflect credit both on the tenants and the Commission’s 

staff. 

 

Early in 1961 the Minister agreed that the Housing Commission would 

provide housing for ‘coloured’ people who were not wards in either 

transitional housing blocks or in ‘ordinary’ Housing Commission homes.  

The ‘mixed blood’ housing scheme would be discontinued, rent relief 

                                                 
46 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Housing for Part-
Coloured Families Northern Territory, Notes on Committee Meeting,  18 October 1960. 
47 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Recommendation 
to Minister: Northern Territory Housing for Part-Coloured Families, 29 December 1960. 
48 NAA  Darwin  F1  1960/810  Welfare Branch Part Coloured Housing Programme Policy, 
Memorandum to Assistant Administrator, 4 April 1961. 
49 NAA  Darwin  F1  1966/3607  Northern Territory Housing Commission Annual Reports, Northern 
Territory Housing Commission Second Annual Report, 30 June 1961. 
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was to be provided by direct assistance as a social service and the 

Welfare Branch would sponsor housing applications and support 

tenants.50  In notifying the Administrator of the approval, the Secretary 

stated: 

The term “coloured people” is used to indicate mixed-bloods, 
or full-bloods who are not wards under the Welfare Ordinance.  
They have full citizenship rights and it is the aim of the policy 
that they live in the manner and after the fashion of the general 
Australian community…Blacks camps, shanty towns [were to 
be avoided] because they are anti-social and a living 
condemnation of our social order and secondly because they 
sustain an inferiority outcast complex among a certain class of 
people, which destroys their will to lift themselves up and 
become assimilated in the general community.51 

 

The Minister approved transfer conditions of the ‘D6’ housing to the 

Housing Commission in mid-September 1961.52  Discussion continued on 

the continued need for a separate housing scheme administered by the 

Welfare Branch for Aborigines of mixed descent and the determination of 

maintenance needed on the houses to be transferred.  After this discussion 

it became apparent that the transferred housing would attract an increased 

rent for which the Housing Commission did not want to receive blame.  It 

was instead agreed that rents for the 55, ‘D6’ houses be increased a 

month before the transfer.53 

 

Early the following year it was noted that 17 of the 55 houses to be 

transferred were occupied by public servants or employees of the 

Government and therefore they were ineligible for Housing Commission 

housing.54  In addition it was claimed some tenants had considerable 

arrears that it had been agreed would be cleared prior to transfer to the 

                                                 
50 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Recommendation 
to Minister: Northern Territory Housing for Part-Coloured Families, 29 December 1960; and 
Handwritten approval by Minister on Memorandum of recommendation, 16 January 1961, Letter to 
Treasury, 8 February 1961. 
51 NAA  Darwin  F1  1962/171  Housing for Part-coloured Families – Transfer of Houses to Housing 
Commission, Memorandum to Administrator, 8 February 1961. 
52 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Memorandum of 
recommendation to the Minister, 11 September 1916, noted as approved, 13 September 1961. 
53 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Memorandum of 
recommendation to Minister, 25 September 1962; and Handwritten approval by Minister on 
Memorandum of recommendation, 26 September 1962. 
54 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Handwritten note 
on Telex message, 27 February 1963; included in Memorandum to Secretary, 28 May 1963. 
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Housing Commission.55  It was therefore agreed that the houses be 

transferred on a more gradual basis and that those houses occupied by 

Government employees remain with the Administration (at 10 percent 

wage rental) until vacated.56  The Department and the Administrator 

continued to attempt to give effect to the Minister’s approvals, however 

increasing appreciation of the potential differences in rents for different 

groups in the same housing increasingly required re-consideration and a 

timetable was proposed to assist tenants to budget for the additional 

expenditure.57 

 

It was then recommended that the transfer occur in two stages.  The first 

stage would see 32 families move to the staff housing scheme, paying 

rent of 10 percent of wages and with responsibility for their service 

charges, and that other tenants of ‘D6’ housing no longer receive the 20 

percent rebate for prompt payment.  In the second stage, the remaining 

‘D6’ tenants would also become responsible for their service charges.58  

Treasury raised no objection to the proposals but expressed surprise that 

the transfer of government employees to staff housing had not occurred 

much earlier.59  The Minister agreed that the 20 percent rebate on prompt 

rent payment be dropped and after 12 months tenants pay their own 

service charges.60  In providing the Secretary with a progress report on 

the approved policy’s implementation, the Administrator stated that steps 

had been taken to transfer 19 tenants in Darwin, five in Alice Springs and 

two in Katherine to the staff accommodation scheme from May.  Action 

continued to try to decrease rental and service charge arrears, however in 

assessing the position in Alice Springs it was stated to be ‘very much 

                                                 
55 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Administrator to 
Secretary, 28 May 1963. 
56 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Recommendation 
to Minister, 27 June 1963, and Handwritten approval, 28 June 1963. 
57 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Administrator to 
Secretary, 9 June 1964. 
58 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Letter to 
Treasury, 28 July 1964. 
59 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Letter to 
Secretary Department of Territories, 25 September 1964. 
60 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Handwritten 
approval on Memorandum of recommendation to Minister, 11 November 1964. 
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different to that existing in Darwin and has required a considerable 

amount of confidential work …by the Welfare Officers…as to the 

possible timing of individual tenancies.’  In a house by house assessment 

it was noted that a tentative transfer time was considered either 

‘indeterminate’ or within a couple of years in most tenancies.61 

 

By August, 30 houses that been transferred to the staff housing scheme 

and rents adjusted accordingly, and 19 remaining non-government 

employed tenants no longer received the 20 percent rent rebate.62  

Monitoring of rent arrears and tenancies of those transferred to the 

Housing Commission revealed that the reduction in arrears was attributed 

to Welfare Officers ‘strenuous efforts’.  It was also reported that several 

families were ‘unsatisfactory tenants’ who required Welfare Officers’ 

close attention.  The Housing Commission was also reported as indicating 

that it would not accept the Alice Springs houses.63 

 

In 1969 the Administrator approached the Department to gain approval 

for one of the ‘D6’ ‘special scheme’ houses still owned by the 

Commonwealth as the tenant remained in government employment, to be 

sold to its long term tenant.64  As approval for this tenant to purchase 

could also have implications for the other 32 Commonwealth employees 

in a similar situation, it was agreed that the ‘special scheme houses’ be 

sold to their existing long term tenants on similar terms as sale of houses 

to Commonwealth employees.65 

 

Responding to repeated requests for information on progress on the 

houses transfer, in June 1969 the Commission clarified that it would not 

                                                 
61 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Memorandum to 
Secretary, 27 April 1965. 
62 NAA Darwin  F1  1974/5231  Housing For Part-Coloured Families Policies – NT,  Memorandum 
from Administrator, 6 August 1965. 
63 NAA  Darwin F1  1974/5230  Dept. of Int. Canb. File - Housing For Part-Coloured Families in NT, 
Letter to Secretary from Administrator, 1 July 1966. 
64 NAA  Darwin F1  1974/5230  Housing For Part-Coloured Families in NT, Letter to Secretary from 
Administrator, 22 July 1969. 
65 NAA  Darwin F1  1974/5230  Housing For Part-Coloured Families in NT, Memorandum of 
recommendation to Minister, 11 September 1969, and Letter to Secretary Department of Interior from 
Treasury, 6 November 1969. 
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accept any of the houses.  It was keen to accept land if the houses were 

demolished, but despite several approaches to the Commission Chairman 

it had not changed its position.66  Departmental sources contended that 

the main reason for the Commission’s attitude was the unsatisfactory 

rental records of many tenants, particularly in Alice Springs.  In the face 

of being powerless to force the Commission to take the houses, the 

Administrator recommended selling the remaining houses to their tenants, 

or in the case of lower quality ones in Alice Springs, that they be 

demolished as they became empty.67 

 

Differences in housing standards for mixed descent Aborigines in Darwin 

and Alice Springs were reflective of perceptions that the families in the 

two centres were at different ‘stages’ on the ladder of ‘progress’.  Alice 

Springs families were under close and regular surveillance, Darwin 

families much less so.  In Darwin reliance was placed on the welfare 

officer Babe Damaso for information about households.  Hasluck’s and 

subsequent Canberra officials’ rhetoric was that it was impossible for 

Aboriginal families ‘to advance’ without making the transition to better 

housing.  However continued living in substandard housing, and inability 

to demonstrate readiness for standard housing, undermined the movement 

of Aboriginal families of mixed descent from the Gap Settlement. 

 

Concentration on ‘staged’ advancement was evidence of inculcated ideas 

of social progress along a continuum towards ‘civilisation’.  Expression 

of this through progress in housing was conclusively demonstrated in the 

Welfare Branch’s approach.  Even when mixed descent Aborigines, 

employed in the public service were allocated housing it was of the 

lower, ‘industrial’ standard.  In Alice Springs ‘advanced coloured’ 

families could aspire to cast off and disliked prefabricated housing 

rejected by industrial employees.  The discovery that about half of the 

occupants of ‘halfcaste’ housing to be transferred to the Northern 

                                                 
66 NAA  Darwin F1  1974/5230  Housing For Part-Coloured Families in NT, Telexed message to 
Department of Interior, 15 October 1971. 
67 NAA  Darwin F1  1974/5230  Housing For Part-Coloured Families in NT, Draft Memorandum of 
recommendation to Minister, December 1971. 



 288 

Territory Housing Commission were long term Government employees 

should not have come as a surprise.  Babe Damaso provided the 

information in his report and the Northern Territory Administration 

housing lists included the ‘halfcaste’ housing and also employment 

details. 

 

It is clear from the many draft recommendations prepared for Minister 

Hasluck that Darwin public servants struggled to provide policy direction 

in keeping with the Minister’s aims.  It is unclear how aware Darwin or 

Canberra public servants were of Hasluck’s push to normalise Northern 

Territory living conditions.  Both Canberra and Darwin officers 

demonstrated a lack of understanding of the practical implications of 

Hasluck’s social advancement imperative.  Certainly any improved 

housing for Aborigines of mixed descent without similar improvements 

for others caused consternation.  This undermined attempts to normalise 

living conditions when there was insufficient funding for one housing 

program, without the many different responses to the one issue of 

insufficient housing. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Assisting Aboriginal families ‘to develop socially’ 
 

Housing was a potent and visible sign of Aboriginal 
assimilation and a powerful instrument of transforming 
behaviour which inevitably influenced family life…Housing 
programs lagged seriously behind family needs as 
administrators grappled with the problems of insufficient 
funding, planning and expertise.  This should have been 
provided by federal contributions in the nature of post-war 
projects to develop infrastructure and housing for other 
Australian families.1 

 
 

From 1937 the Northern Territory Administration established settlements 

on which Aboriginal people were to be trained to live more settled lives, 

and eventually assimilate with the white Australian community.  The 

Interior Minister John McEwen’s statement in 1939 that enunciated the 

‘Commonwealth Government’s Policy with Respect to Aboriginals’ 

mentioned some aspects of practical implementation but did not include a 

plan to improve Aboriginal living conditions.2  In an address to the 

National Council of Women in 1952 the Minister for Territories, Paul 

Hasluck, gave the clearest and most succinct statement about what 

assimilation meant when he described it as the ‘progress [of] aboriginal 

people…to live as we do’.3  Hasluck described the policy’s practical 

implementation as providing assistance for ‘the social progress of 

aborigines towards European standards…to live their own lives as 

members of the Australian community’.4  Hasluck spoke of the obligation 

to improve Aboriginal health in its broadest sense – good health that 

included disease detection and treatment, welfare, hygiene, sanitation, 

better housing and nutrition.  It was only through addressing the range of 

health related issues that progress would be made towards an ‘acceptable 

way of living’.5 

 

                                                 
1 Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800-2000, Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press, Fremantle, 2000, pp.488-9. 
2 Rowse, White Flour, White Power, p.113. 
3 Hasluck, Native Welfare, p.35. 
4 Ibid, pp.35-6. 
5 Hasluck, Native Welfare, p.36. 
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Hasluck believed that improving Aboriginal living standards was part of 

Aborigines and the Northern Territory joining the Australian 

community.6  It was an integral feature of an Australian homogeneity that 

discouraged cultural minorities.  The growth of a proportionally larger 

population, ‘living under acceptable social conditions…’ and the 

‘advancement of the Aboriginal population’ through increased resources 

were key to successfully implementing Hasluck’s Northern Territory 

policies.7  Hasluck’s approach on both priorities was of ‘gradual 

improvement’.  Rather than seeking commitment to fund large-scale 

projects, he advocated civil works programs to improve social conditions 

and provide basic services.8  This approach was based on his desire for 

the Northern Territory to achieve ‘parity, in terms of economic 

development and self-sufficiency, with the Australian States’.9  However, 

during the period in which Aborigines moved to living amongst other 

Australians, tolerance would be required by society of ‘some departures 

from its usual standards’.10  This was tacit acceptance that Aborigines’ 

difference was not seen as ‘normal’. 

 

After the Second World War, improved transport and communication 

contributed to declining ideas of a separate ‘anthropological frontier’ of 

the Outback.11  By the 1960s national economic prosperity contributed to 

perceptions of the successful ‘economic assimilation’ of both migrants 

and Aborigines.  Peterson asserts that the growing prosperity of this 

period led to increasing interest in uniquely Australian history and culture 

showing a predilection for ‘normative accounts’ of successfully 

                                                 
6 Ibid,  pp.8-9. 
7 Robert Porter, Paul Hasluck: A Political Biography, University of Western Australia Press, Perth, 
1993, p.170. 
8 Ibid, p.173. 
9 Ibid, p.175. 
10 Paul Hasluck, ‘Some Problems of Assimilation’, an address to section F of the Australian and New 
Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science, Perth, 28 August 1959, in Hasluck Papers, 
Australian Aborigines, Articles and Speeches, 1925-1965, quoted in Porter, Paul Hasluck, p.215. 
11 Nicolas Peterson, ‘ ‘Studying man and man’s nature’: the history of the institutionalisation of 
Aboriginal anthropology’, Australian Aboriginal Studies, no.2, 1990, pp.3-19, pp.13-14. 
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assimilated Aborigines.  This denied the reality of the disadvantages 

endured by many Aboriginal families.12 

 

Jeff Collman argues that Northern Territory Aboriginal administration 

was transformed after the Second World War with the creation of the 

Welfare Branch and the move away from administration through agents 

like missions and cattle stations.13  The Branch’s administrative apparatus 

and its role in implementing assimilation and the changes contained in the 

Welfare Ordinance brought increased control over Aboriginal lives.14  

The new policy included the establishment of ‘residential communities’ 

into which Aborigines were moved.  The Welfare Branch recognised 

three types of Aboriginal communities; missions or settlements, cattle 

stations and urban housing areas.  It controlled 13 settlements and 

subsidised 13 missions throughout the Northern Territory.15 

 

Due to continuing budgetary restraints, the Welfare Branch found it 

impossible to provide even basic housing in settlements.  Surveys as early 

as 1966 in Central Australia found a deficiency of 160 ‘family units’.16  

The division between rural and town Aborigines was contributed to by 

the Welfare Ordinance, which excluded people with the right to vote 

being declared wards.  It therefore meant that under the Ordinance only 

full descent Aborigines could be declared wards and restricted to 

missions, settlements or cattle stations. Most Aborigines of mixed descent 

lived in the towns.17  By the early 1970s, most Aborigines in towns lived 

in houses built by the Welfare Branch or the Housing Commission. 18 

 

The national government’s move away from assimilation to Aboriginal 

self-determination saw a new approach being tried with a shift to 

                                                 
12 Ibid, p.16. 
13 Jeff Collman, ‘Fringe-camps and the Development of Aboriginal Administration in Central 
Australia’, Social Analysis, no.2, November 1979, pp.38-57, p.39; and Collman, Fringe-Dwellers and 
Welfare, p.75. 
14 Collman, Fringe-Dwellers and Welfare, p.75. 
15 Collman, ‘Fringe-camps’, p.41. 
16 Ibid, p.187. 
17 Collman, Fringe-Dwellers and Welfare, p.78. 
18 Ibid, pp.76-7. 
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Aboriginal controlled organisations determining housing need, design 

and construction.  The Council for Aboriginal Affairs was established in 

Canberra after the 1967 referendum and quickly involved itself in 

Northern Territory Aboriginal Affairs administration.  The Council 

comprised three men, chaired by Dr H.C. (Nuggett) Coombs, and was 

appointed to advise the Commonwealth government on policies affecting 

Aborigines.  An Office of Aboriginal Affairs was formed within the 

Prime Minister’s Department to support the Council and to research and 

investigate policy issues.  It was headed by Barrie Dexter, who also was a 

Council executive member.  The third Council member was the 

anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner.  Frank Moy, who had been displaced in 

the establishment of the Welfare Branch in Darwin and had since worked 

in the Department of Territories in Canberra, was the first officer 

appointed to work in the Office of Aboriginal Affairs.  W.C. (Bill) 

Wentworth was appointed the Minister assisting the Prime Minister in 

Aboriginal Affairs, a role that involved him in proposing changes in 

policies to the Minister for the Interior who had responsibility for the 

administration of the Northern Territory.19  The Whitlam Labor 

government changed Aboriginal and Northern Territory administration 

soon after being elected late in 1972.  For the first time a Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs and a separate Department of the Northern Territory 

were created. 

 

This chapter examines the administration of Aboriginal housing 

following the Welfare Ordinance’s implementation until the early moves 

to independent housing associations. 

 
 
Pastoral Stations 
 

Aboriginal living conditions on pastoral stations were notoriously poor.  

Usually described as humpies without sanitation or water, the sub-

                                                 
19 Jeremy Long, The Go-Betweens: Patrol Officers in Aboriginal Affairs Administration in the 
Northern Territory 1936-74, North Australia Research Unit Australian National University, Darwin, 
1992, p.160. 
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standard dwellings contributed to growing unrest amongst Aborigines for 

a better deal.  In chronicling the Gurindji people’s famous walk-off from 

the Wave Hill pastoral station in 1966, the writer Frank Hardy described 

the huts the people left as: 

…a pitiful sight: two rows of tin huts perhaps ten feet by 
eight…no floors, no water taps, no toilets, no laundry facilities, 
no wood, no beds, no furniture.20 

 

The Welfare Branch was responsible for improving Aboriginal living 

standards in the Northern Territory, most particularly on pastoral stations, 

and ensuring that a stipulated housing standard was used.  It was noted, 

however, that ‘not one employer in the Territory met those standards and 

not one employer was fined for breach.’21  Tim Rowse observes that over 

the years the Welfare Branch’s inspections of pastoral properties had not 

evidenced any improvement in housing standards for Aborigines living 

on the properties.  In the 1970s camp life in the hinterland of Alice 

Springs, for example, ‘still bore the stamp of pre-colonial ways’.  Shelters 

were 

…constructed of bushes, pieces of corrugated metal, canvas 
tarpaulin, metal stakes and tree limbs.  Minimal household 
appliances (e.g. buckets) and the absence of plumbing fixtures, 
reticulated water and electricity made these structures 
extremely portable, easy to build and disassemble.22 

 

The stated Welfare Branch practice of three inspections of pastoral 

stations a year was also rarely achieved and for most years a number of 

stations would not have been inspected at all. 

The director in Darwin, the Minister and the officers of his 
department in Canberra were aware that conditions for the 
Aboriginal people living on the settlements and the missions 
did not comply with the minimum standards laid down for 
workers in the pastoral industry.23 

 

The strong demand for Aboriginal labour in the pastoral industry 

continued throughout the 1960s but very few station managers attempted 

                                                 
20 Hardy, The Unlucky Australians, p.97. 
21 Frank Stevens, ‘Aboriginal Labour’ in The Australian Quarterly, vol.43,  no.1, March 1971, pp.70-
78, pp.75-6.  Stevens’ emphasis. 
22 Rowse, White Flour, White Power, pp.186-7. 
23 Long, The Go-Betweens, p.140. 
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to bring conditions to even the minimum requirements.24  This became 

particularly obvious to both the Welfare Branch and other employers of 

Aborigines around towns, who from the early 1960s had begun to 

improve conditions for Aboriginal employees.25  Reports of poor 

conditions on pastoral stations continued into the 1970s and contributed 

to unrest and strike action amongst Aboriginal pastoral workers in the 

mid 1960s at Newcastle Waters, Wave Hill and Victoria River Downs.26 

 

Some station managers did seek information on the Welfare Branch’s 

requirements for ‘native quarters’.27  Following the passage of the Wards’ 

Employment Regulations late in 1961, the Director of Welfare offered the 

Welfare Branch’s advice to stations on the building requirements.  Plans 

and specifications were sent to stations in October 1961 and letters sent 

seeking information on progress.  Actual visits only occurred when 

funding and invitation allowed.28  Some letters were sent following 

inspections that showed accommodation and sanitary requirements fell 

far short of the Regulations’ requirements.29  However, further following 

up of letters demanding improvement were unsustained. 

  

In June 1961 the Director of Welfare sought information from one station 

manager on compliance with the requirements of the Wards’ 

Employment Regulations.  Reports were received that no attempt had 

been made to comply.30  The station was visited and a formal inspection 

undertaken in December 1962 which showed that Aborigines were 

housed in self-built iron and timber or brush ‘fabrications’, without 

                                                 
24 In addition to information from Patrol Officers other surveys also attest to this, see Frank Stevens, 
Black Australia, Alternative Publishing Co-Operative, Sydney, 1981, for which surveys were 
conducted in 1965; Long, The Go-Betweens, p.155. 
25 Long, The Go-Betweens, p.145. 
26 Frank Hardy, The Unlucky Australians, One Day Hill, Melbourne, 2006, pp.42, 59. 
27 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/76  Aboriginal Affairs – Austral Downs Wards Employment and 
Housing, Letter to District Welfare Officer Tennant Creek, 23 February 1959. 
28 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/78  Aboriginal Affairs – Alexandria Station - Wards Employment and 
Housing, Letters to and from Director of Welfare and General Manager North Australian Pastoral 
Company, May 1962. 
29 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/84  Aboriginal Affairs – Avon Downs - Wards Employment and 
Housing, Letter from Director of Welfare, 16 July 1963. 
30 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/106  Aboriginal Affairs – Kurundie Station - Wards Employment and 
Housing, Letter to Manager, 19 June 1962. 
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access to water, laundry or ablution facilities.  It was commented that the 

sub-standard accommodation at the station was an ongoing issue for 

some time, despite undertakings by past managers to improve it.  It was 

claimed that the current manager appeared ‘genuinely concerned for the 

welfare of his Wards’.  The mitigating factor appeared to be that the 

station supplied the Warrabri settlement meat contract and therefore 

being ‘fully occupied’, did not have time to undertake the necessary 

building work.  It was planned to further discuss the accommodation 

problem on the managers next visit to Tennant Creek.31 

 

Some managers flagrantly ignored the requirements, seemingly knowing 

that the Welfare Branch was powerless to enforce the Regulations.  One 

manager sought approval not to comply with the regulations due to credit 

restrictions.  The Director of Welfare agreed to the request but insisted 

that the Manager provide ablution and toilet facilities.32  When the 

manager sought another extension to the approval, the Director noted that 

the manager had taken no action to provide basic facilities sought the 

previous year and forewarned that a further extension to a building 

program would not be agreed to.33  Advice to the Director of Welfare 

stated it was believed the manager was not prepared to improve the 

housing and sanitary conditions, and that action needed to be taken 

against him, despite the inconvenience of another 18 people to an already 

crowded Warrabri.34  

 

In April 1968 the Northern Territory Cattle Producers Council wrote to 

the Minister for the Interior to request financial assistance for pastoralists 

providing housing for Aboriginal employees.35  While this letter was only 

                                                 
31 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/106  Aboriginal Affairs – Kurundie Station - Wards Employment and 
Housing, Inspection Report of Kurundie Station, 8 January 1963. 
32 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/112  Aboriginal Affairs – McLaren Wards Employment and Housing, 
Letter to Manager, 25 September 1961. 
33 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/112  Aboriginal Affairs – McLaren Wards Employment and Housing, 
Letter to Manager, 6 June 1962. 
34 NAA  Darwin  E155  1957/112  Aboriginal Affairs – McLaren Wards Employment and Housing, 
Memorandum from Assistant Director Southern Division, 21 September 1962. 
35 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, Letter from 
Council Secretary, 18 April 1968. 
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sent to the Department of the Interior, a copy was provided to the newly 

formed Office of Aboriginal Affairs, where it was viewed as being an 

area that the Department of the Interior should be consulting the Office 

on.36  The Secretary of the Cattle Producers Council met the Director and 

Deputy Director of the Office of Aboriginal Affairs to discuss the 

proposal and to gauge their level of involvement in similar issues.  The 

Secretary commented that when the proposal was put to the Department 

of Territories a few years previously it was suggested that if money was 

granted to build houses, the land on which the houses sat may need to be 

resumed.  The pastoralists hoped that in seeking a loan to build the 

housing land resumption would not be necessary.  The Secretary also 

expressed concern with the growing fringe populations around Alice 

Springs and Katherine.37 

 

 
Picture 45.  Aboriginal housing at Wave Hill cattle station, Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs, Northern Territory Division Annual Report 1972-1973, p.17.38 

 

 

The Council for Aboriginal Affairs also examined the Cattle Producers 

Council’s request, concluding that improvement of Aboriginal living 

conditions on pastoral stations was desirable.  However it queried 
                                                 
36 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, 
Handwritten note to Director, 30 April 1968. 
37 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, Notes on 
Meeting, 7 May 1968. 
38 Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Northern Territory Division Annual Report 1972-1973 (until 
December 1972, Welfare Division of the Northern Territory Administration), Australian Government 
Publishing Service, Canberra, 1975. 
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whether such a policy should be extended to other forms of employment.  

The Council expressed concern about the level of control pastoral stations 

might seek to have over a centralised group of Aborigines on their 

properties, proposing instead small towns outside but adjacent to, the 

pastoral leases, 39 as had been pioneered at the Gurindji people’s camp at 

Wattie Creek.  The Office of Aboriginal Affairs queried if a loan scheme 

for cattle producers would actually increase the number of houses built as 

it would not increase the pastoralist’s capacity to borrow, rather just make 

it cheaper.  The scheme was also considered to be in effect subsidising 

pastoral leases and that perhaps be better spent on providing Aboriginal 

employee housing off pastoral leases.40 

 

In November the Minister-in-Charge commented on the scheme by 

agreeing with the recommendations to be put to the pastoralists to provide 

loans under conditions to build Aboriginal employee housing.  He 

stressed the importance of the condition of close Administration approval 

for siting and standard of accommodation.  The Minister also suggested 

that the advice of interested Aborigines should be sought in the siting of 

the housing.41  At the same time the Office of Aboriginal Affairs was 

developing schemes to make grants to Aboriginal housing societies to 

build and manage houses in certain areas.42 

 

Missions and Settlements 
 

Early in the 1960s less than four percent of recorded Aborigines in the 

Northern Territory lived in towns or their surrounds, while 60 percent 

lived in settlements or missions, isolated from ‘ordinary (white) 

communities’.  If the populations of the two Aboriginal settlements at 

Bagot in Darwin and Amoonguna just outside Alice Springs are included, 

                                                 
39 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, 
Memorandum to Minister, 8 May 1968. 
40 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, Letter to 
Deputy Secretary Department of Interior, 31 July 1969. 
41 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, Letter to 
Minister for the Interior, 21 November 1969. 
42 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/505  Northern Territory – Housing on Pastoral Properties, 
Memorandum to Minister, 16 June 1970. 
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the proportion in towns doubles.  The Aboriginal people living on these 

settlements remained isolated from the towns’ populations.43  While 

researching the practical implementation of assimilation in the Northern 

Territory in the early 1960s, Colin Tatz noted that no housing on 

settlements or missions had reticulated water, kitchens, toilets or 

electricity.  Reliance was on communal kitchens and ablution blocks.  

Tatz was one of the first researchers to establish the World Health 

Organisation link between overcrowded, substandard living conditions to 

high incidences of disease in Aboriginal settlements.44 

 

The Kingstrand houses erected on settlements were described as being 

one room with a fireplace and veranda on three sides.45  The Branch 

planned to add on to these houses and to build three types of 

accommodation ‘adapted according to the individual ward’s family’s 

stage of adjustment to our living conditions.’46  Tatz stated that he did not 

observe or hear of any teaching in living in or management of a small hut, 

and noted that training to live in an unfurnished room without facilities, 

would have been difficult.47  Settlements worked to keep Aborigines out 

of the Territory’s towns, with the government, missions and pastoralists 

all continuing to benefit from cheap labour and very poor living 

conditions.  As Table 9 demonstrates, settlements became known as sites 

of extreme poverty with little housing other than initial ‘transition’ 

housing built.48  At the same time, the proportion of staff housing to staff 

population significantly outweighed Aboriginal housing proportions. 

 

 
 

                                                 
43 Colin Tatz, ‘Aboriginal Administration in the Northern Territory of Australia’, unpublished PhD 
thesis, Australian National University, 1964, p.4. 
44 Tatz, ‘Aboriginal Administration’, p.144. 
45 Quoted from ‘Estimates of Expenditure 1961-62, Division 751’ a document of the Finance Branch of 
the  Northern Territory Administration, and cited by Tatz, ‘Aboriginal Administration’, p.145. 
46 Ibid.  Barbara and Julian Wigley argue that the variety of house plans offered by building systems 
like Kingstrand, which could be used in a ‘staged’ housing program without having to wait for 
Department of Works’ prepared plans was an important feature in the system’s use, Black Iron, p.86. 
47 Tatz, ‘Aboriginal Administration’, p.145. 
48 Haebich, Broken Circles, pp.465-6. 
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Table 9. Settlement and mission housing and populations, 1966-67.49 
 Aboriginal Staff 
 Population Houses Population Houses 
Settlements     
Amoonguna 431 70 22 11 
Areyonga 275 14 15 9 
Bagot 398 35 15 7 
Bamyili 428 45 12 14 
Beswick Station 57 9 5 3 
Borroloola 114 ─ 4 2 
Delissaville 145 ─ 10 ─ 
Haasts Bluff 114 12 5 3 
Hooker Creek 363 19 19 ─ 
Jay Creek 150 7 5 3 
Maningrida 833 22 29 23 
Papunya 886 70 22 ─ 
Snake Bay 260 36 15 12 
Umbakumba 308 4 10 5 
Warrabri 631 60 20 11 
Wave Hill 94 2 5 3 
Yuendumu 781 98 28 14 
Missions     
Angurugu 528 66 20 11 
Bathurst Island 887 ─ 23 6 
Daly River 164 18 11 3 
Elcho Island 829 ─ ─ ─ 
Goulburn Island 210 10 6 4 
Hermannsburg 510 43 21 11 
Milingimbi 693 72 ─ ─ 
Numbulwar 296 39 10 8 
Oenpelli 354 24 15 ─ 
Port Keats 576 ─ 15 ─ 
Roper River 227 9 ─ ─ 
Santa Teresa 411 ─ 21 ─ 
Yirrkala 609 ─ 30 ─ 

 

 

On a trip to Arnhem Land the Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs, 

Bill Wentworth, said that he wanted missions to build houses for 

Aborigines and that money for the purpose should be made available.  

Also Aboriginal housing on pastoral stations could be aided by giving 
                                                 
49 Collated from Northern Territory Administration, Welfare Branch Annual Report 1966-67, Northern 
Territory Administration, Darwin, 1968.  Aboriginal populations were reported as those considered 
usually 'resident'.  Staff populations are European staff only and did not include their families. 
Aboriginal houses included a range of types and sizes, most were Stage 1 (two roomed) houses.  Single 
quarters or dormitories counted as one house.  Makeshift huts or ‘humpies’ not included. ─ denotes no 
figure provided. 
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assistance to pastoralists.50  The following objectives were proposed to 

guide the use of $1 million for Aboriginal advancement. 

1. The reduction of Aboriginal infant mortality…. 
2. An overhaul of sanitary and ablution facilities at 

settlements and missions ... 
3. The establishment of a building training 

programme…51 
 

The approved Special Welfare program for the 1969-70 year included the 

carrying-over of uncompleted projects from the previous year.  New and 

revoted works included toilet blocks, plant and equipment of a mobile 

works force, the provision of water supplies to two settlements, fencing, 

special employment projects and housing on various missions.52  The 

public announcement made about this program highlighted that funding 

was coming from the Aboriginal Advancement Trust Fund.  The use of 

the Trust Fund for projects that would usually be included in civil works 

programs was queried.  The Assistant Administrator commented that 

having funds available from the Trust Fund meant the works could be 

undertaken much earlier than would otherwise be the case.53 

 

There was insufficient available funding to improve Aboriginal housing 

and mission housing.  Views differed on how best to allocate the funding.  

One view was that it should be shared around a few missions where 

‘grants would be appreciated and not wasted.’54  Office of Aboriginal 

Affairs staff had preference for capital grants being paid to missions 

because they used locally produced building products and employed and 

trained Aborigines.  Special funding was approved to go to two missions, 

Roper River and Umbakumba.55  The Minister’s Statement on Aboriginal 

                                                 
50 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Brief Minutes of meeting between Council for Aboriginal Affairs and Office 
of Aboriginal Affairs and Department of Interior, 24 July 1969. 
51 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Letter from Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs, 3 March 1969. 
52 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Letter to Director of Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 17 September 1969. 
53 Northern Territory News, 3 October 1969. 
54 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Memorandum from Project Officer, 23 June 1969. 
55 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment,  Memorandum to Minister-in-Charge, 8 September 1969.  The special 
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Housing used the example of missions in Arnhem Land, where he hoped 

that in each mission six or seven houses could be built each year, with 

this accelerating as the work teams became more adept.56  In an effort to 

overcome the already recognised difficulties of working with the 

Department of Interior, which controlled the settlements and had its own 

programs and priorities, other avenues were explored to implement the 

special program.57  Use of the Housing Commission was considered one 

likely prospect, although it was noted that this was contrary to practice 

elsewhere.58  The Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs was keen to 

encourage the missions in constructing housing.59 

 

 
Picture 46. Aboriginal houses built 1964, Yirrkala, A1500, K28573, NAA. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
funding was $260,000 retained from the Special Program to finance housing on missions and 
settlements with a maximum of $6,000 a house. 
56 Commonwealth of Australia, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, Parliament of the 
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1969, pp.2061-2069, p.2067. 
57 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Memorandum from Director, 14 October 1969. 
58 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Handwritten note, 18 October 1969, on Memorandum from Director, 14 
October 1969. 
59 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1969/63  Northern Territory 1969/1970 – Aid Requests – Health, Housing, 
Education, Employment, Letter from Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs to Director Office of 
Aboriginal Affairs, 14 November 1969. 
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Aboriginal Housing Societies 
 

The Council for Aboriginal Affairs in concert with the Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs explored a possible scheme to finance housing 

construction on missions and settlements.  The Department of the Interior 

listed the sources of finance as through loans, the Aborigines Benefits 

Trust Fund through loans or grants, the Office of Aboriginal Affairs 

through loans or grants, or combination of them.  Funds were provided to 

two mission social clubs to build housing and employ a carpenter to 

supervise construction. 60  It was intended that the social clubs would use 

the funds to buy building materials and to pay training allowances to 

Aborigines undertaking the semi-skilled and unskilled labouring.  It was 

planned to buy locally produced building materials, such as timber from 

Elcho Island.61  Dr Coombs thought that the proposal could be used in all 

locations with Aboriginal housing need: 

…I am greatly impressed with the proposal for the social club 
to act a “housing authority”.  It seems to me to be core of the 
pattern which might be applied in many locations – missions, 
settlements, cattle properties, reserves etc.  The critical 
elements seem to me to be a) a “milage” plan; b) a 
“progressive” design for family houses capable of development 
stage by stage; c) local production of basic materials; d) use of 
trained tradesmen supervisors.  I would like to see this project 
developed as a test case.62 

 
Coombs was also interested in seeking the Council for Aboriginal 

Affairs’ views of the involvement of a University faculty to design 

housing and develop solutions to possible organisational problems. 

 

Following the endorsement of the Aborigines Benefits Trust Fund 

Advisory Committee and the Office of Aboriginal Affairs, the scheme 

was initiated through grants to building societies at Maningrida, Roper 

River, Warrabri and Umbakumba.  It was jointly funded by the 

                                                 
60 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Draft transcription of Director Officer of Aboriginal Affairs, 24 December 1969. 
61 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Draft transcription of Director Officer of Aboriginal Affairs, 24 December 1969. 
62 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Handwritten noted to Director Office of Aboriginal Affairs, undated? January 
1970. 
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Aborigines Benefits Trust Fund and the Office of Aboriginal Affairs.63  

The Northern Territory Administration was to coordinate the scheme’s 

development.64  Four Housing Trusts were established and a set of 

conditions developed to guide the funds’ use.  Conditions were local 

materials and labour usage, payment of training allowances to the 

Aboriginal work force, government provided temporary accommodation 

for supervisors, and provision for rental payments and their use for 

maintenance.65  A pamphlet was prepared about the housing societies that 

described how they worked and provided instructions on how to form 

one.  Examples of a budget and a standard constitution or articles of 

incorporation were also provided.  Docker River was chosen as a test site 

for a continuing training program for Aboriginal builders.66 

 

 
Picture 47.  Maningrida self-help housing scheme 1971, 
A1200, L94058, NAA. 

 
In October 1970 the Treasurer agreed that the funding for supervisors’ 

temporary accommodation in the four settlements come from the 

Aboriginal Advancement Trust Fund Account.67  The initial letters to the 

housing societies clearly state the sources of the funding and of the 

interest of both the Office of Aboriginal Affairs and the Northern 
                                                 
63 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum to Minister-in-Charge, 6 April 1970.  Later a small grant was also 
approved for a housing society by the Finke Aboriginal Council: Memorandum to Minister-in-Charge, 
2 March 1971. 
64 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Letter to Secretary Department of Interior, 14 April 1970. 
65 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Letter to Secretary Department of Interior, 27 April 1970. 
66 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum to Director Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 29 July 1970. 
67 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Letter to Secretary Department of Interior, 15 October 1970. 
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Territory Administration’s Welfare Branch.  In particular, the Director 

was keen to ensure that the societies consulted the Office on any changes 

needed to the scheme.68  In preparation for the next meeting of the 

Aborigines Benefits Trust Fund Advisory Committee, the Director of the 

Office of Aboriginal Affairs sought views within the Office in relation to 

funding responsibility for housing Aborigines.  The thinking behind 

Aboriginal housing funding coming from the Aborigines Benefits Trust 

Fund was that housing societies would be building income earning assets 

for Aborigines, in effect from the minerals and timber that had been 

extracted from their Reserves.69  However, dissension was increasingly 

expressed within the Office about Trust Fund’s use for housing. 

 

The Director’s view was that as the Australian government had accepted 

an obligation to provide capital grants to house low income families, this 

should be extended to Aborigines as well as other low income earners in 

the Territory.70  One Project Officer proffered the view that ‘it was wrong 

in principal [sic]’ for the Aboriginal Benefits Trust Fund to be used to 

fund Aboriginal housing societies for two reasons.  First, it was the 

responsibility of the government to house Aborigines.  Second, the 

constructed housing was not an asset of the societies or of the settlements, 

but rather of the government or the mission, which also collected the 

rent.71  Another Project Officer contended that the Trust Fund should not 

have been used ‘in substitution for normal governmental expenditure’.72  

Later correspondences makes additional suggestions to amend the 

conditions of the housing societies to include the development and 

provision of housing according to town plans and that a basic wage 

should be paid to Aboriginal workers.  It was argued that 

                                                 
68 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Letters to housing societies, 15 October 1970. 
69 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum from Director, 28 April 1971. 
70 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum from Director, 28 April 1971. 
71 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum from Project Officer, 2 June 1971. 
72 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum from Project Officer, 2 June 1971. 
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…as a matter of principle, …our funds shall not be used to 
support depressed wages on Aboriginal reserves or 
communities…I believe it is inconsistent to insist on basic 
wages for special work projects and not for housing societies.73 

 

The view that the Aboriginal Benefit Trust Fund no longer fund the 

housing societies was put to the next Advisory Committee meeting, when 

the Chairman, the Director of Welfare, rejected it.  The Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs’ representative at the meeting then stated that he was 

not able to confirm future matching grants funded from the Trust Fund to 

housing societies.74  Grants were provided to housing societies in the 

states by the Commonwealth.75   

 

The Trust Fund Advisory Committee Chairman then sought Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs agreement to further matching funding for additional 

housing societies.76  In September the Director of the Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs advised the Advisory Committee Chairman that both 

he and the Council had reservations about providing Trust Fund grants to 

housing societies.  Rather, as funding for housing on missions and 

settlements in the past had come from revenue, this practice should 

resume.77  In discussion it transpired that the Director of Social Welfare 

had already sought funding through general estimates for the following 

year to extend the housing societies.  He therefore asked that funding for 

additional societies for 1971-72 year be considered.78  The Minister for 

Aboriginal Affairs wrote to his ministerial colleague setting out his 

concern about the application of Trust Funds in lieu of government 

expenditure, and use of the Trust Fund for housing non-Aboriginal 

employees.  The Minister argued that the Fund’s usage appeared to be in 

                                                 
73 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Memorandum from Project Officer, 22 June 1971. 
74 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Extract from Report of June 1971 Meeting. 
75 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Conditions for Commonwealth Grants to Housing Societies, 12 August 1971. 
76 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Letter to Director Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 20 July 1971. 
77 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Letter to Mr Giese, 16 September 1971. 
78 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory, Note for file, 5 October 1971. 
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contradiction to Cabinet’s decision that Benefits Trust funds be used for 

loans to Aborigines to buy or build housing for themselves.  As the 

funding now being sought appeared to move away from Cabinet’s 

decision, it was suggested that future moneys should come from 

consolidated revenue.79  In reply the Minister for the Interior reasoned 

that the building of non-Aboriginal employee housing could not be 

considered ‘a normal charge against Commonwealth funds’ but they were 

appropriate for the housing societies to build.  He also claimed using the 

Trust to fund housing societies was in keeping with the intent behind the 

Cabinet decision referred to.80 

 

 
Picture 48.  Aboriginal housing, Oenpelli 1974, A8769, CT740604.10, NAA 

 

Most houses in Aboriginal communities continued to be built by 

departmental or mission authorities with the emerging housing 

associations undertaking ‘minimal building programmes.’  The Acting 

Assistant Administrator argued for housing associations undertaking all 

housing construction and thereby encouraging the development of 

management skills and control of the associations by their communities.   

                                                 
79 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Letter to Minister for the Interior, 10 November 1971. 
80 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 1 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Letter to Minister for the Environment, Aborigines and the Arts, 8 February 
1972. 
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It was argued that housing associations’ increased competence could 

contribute to the ‘takeover of all Aboriginal housing on all Aboriginal 

communities…and assist associations to a more secure financial footing, 

reducing the commitment by Government…’  It was agreed that 

Government would continue to supply all essential services.81  Housing 

associations’ responsibilities were thought to also extend to providing 

home management services, rental rebate systems, home purchase 

schemes and furniture, all with little ongoing funding.  It was envisioned 

also that due to the small size of some associations, regional clustering of 

associations would help in sustaining their work.  It was agreed to remove 

the financial limit of $8,500 per house to ensure that poor quality houses 

were not being encouraged and the individual needs of Aboriginal 

families were being catered for.82 

 

In September 1973, $10.75 million was allocated to 38 housing 

associations in the Northern Territory.  With just over $6 million actually 

spent, it was noted a number of factors contributed to the associations’ 

inability to spend all housing money.  The factors included ‘exceptional 

rainfall’, building material and skilled worker shortages and the radically 

different nature of housing associations to previous ways of providing 

housing.83  Despite the very recent establishment of the housing 

associations, which numbered 43 by mid-1974, the Secretary of the 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Barrie Dexter, after visiting Darwin, 

expressed dissatisfaction with the progress of Aboriginal housing in the 

Northern Territory.  The Secretary felt that other building authorities like 

the Department of Housing and Construction and the Housing 

Commission, should aid and support construction on Aboriginal 

communities.84 

                                                 
81 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Minute to Minister, 16 February 1972. 
82 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Minute to Minister, 16 February 1972. 
83 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Submission to Minister, 9 April 1974. 
84 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Minute to Secretary, 12 June 1974. 
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Within the Northern Territory Division of the Department of Aboriginal 

Affairs it was acknowledged that the number of houses being planned 

was inadequate given the very ‘substantial backlog of housing needs 

within most Aboriginal communities.’  However it was claimed that there 

were ‘strong reasons’ to not involve government authorities in house 

building on the communities.  The reasons included the longer term 

advantages of developing the resources, skills and confidence of housing 

associations and the need for Aboriginal communities to control external 

contractors and maximise community involvement.  It was also claimed 

that the Housing Commission had not expressed ‘any real interest in 

building houses in remote localities.’85  It was recommended that housing 

associations be encouraged to develop annual building programs 

consistent with the community’s needs.  The programs would be met 

through either housing association building or the buying of ‘suitable 

industrialised home units’, and also provide training and employment 

opportunities for Aboriginal workers.86 

 

Examination of the recommendations in Canberra showed that the term 

‘industrialised home units’ was interpreted as advocacy for prefabricated 

houses, to which there was strong resistance.87  Instead, the Secretary 

outlined the Department of Housing and Construction’s interest in 

contributing to Aboriginal housing through either technical or 

administrative advice to associations.  The new Australian Housing 

Corporation in Aboriginal Housing’ role was also considered.  In light of 

accounting and technical advice provided direct to associations, 

conditions governing grants were relaxed.  Approval was also given to 

                                                 
85 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Minute to Secretary, 12 June 1974. 
86 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Minute to Secretary, 12 June 1974. 
87 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Handwritten note, 25 July 1975. 
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supplement the housing associations’ program with prefabricated 

housing.88 

 

Bagot Settlement 
 

From early in the 1960s public servants increasingly showed knowledge 

of the link between poor living conditions, health and education.  The 

then superintendent of the Bagot Settlement, Creed Lovegrove, reported 

on the importance of improving housing for Aborigines if there was to be 

any improvement in hygiene conditions.89  Housing at Bagot at this time 

consisted of concrete two bedroom cottages, one roomed Kingstrand 

cottages with three sided verandahs, dormitories, flats, and one four 

bedroom timber and fibro house.  All were severely overcrowded.  The 

Kingstrand cottages housed on average, seven people.  Despite being 

consistently reported, Lovegrove believed the overcrowded and 

unhealthy living conditions was ‘accepted complacently in the past.’90  

He called for a housing standard that would engender the learning and 

practice of home-making skills and where mothers could supervise 

children.  Examples were provided of Aborigines who had made a 

success of their homes.  These were epitomised by tidiness, cleanliness, 

the addition of basic furniture, linen on beds and in the case of the male – 

the building and maintenance of a garden, preferably of vegetables and 

fruit.  It was noted that where peoples’ cottages or houses were 

overcrowded, families quickly lost ‘initiative’ to maintain improved 

standards.91 

 

                                                 
88 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/442 Part 2 Aboriginal Housing Societies Financed by Commonwealth 
– Northern Territory,  Telex to Director Lovegrove, 18 October 1974. 
89 NAA  Darwin  F1  1961/219  Welfare Branch Monthly Returns Bagot Aboriginal Reserve, 
Settlement Report 1 February to 30 April 1961. 
90 NAA  Darwin  F1  1961/219  Welfare Branch Monthly Returns Bagot Aboriginal Reserve, 
Settlement Annual Report 1960/61, 28 June 1961. 
91 NAA  Darwin  F1  1961/219  Welfare Branch Monthly Returns Bagot Aboriginal Reserve, 
Settlement Annual Report 1960/61, 28 June 1961. 
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 Picture 49. Bagot family hut 1951, A1200, L13796, NAA. 

 

In later years, Lovegrove said that on arrival at Bagot he was struck by 

the dejected attitude of people who appeared to have given up hope of 

ever ‘…elevating themselves to better living conditions …’.92  At the 

same time, however, most Aboriginal Housing Commission tenancies in 

Darwin failed.  At a meeting of eight Aboriginal families living in 

Housing Commission homes, all expressed similar experiences and 

frustrations.  Lovegrove’s interpretation was that the women were 

alienated both from their immediate community and from their more 

familiar surroundings on settlements.93  He envisaged an extended 

training program tailored to meet the required results of the 

Government’s policy of Aboriginal participation in ‘our normal 

society’.94  The Director of Welfare, Harry Giese, saw Lovegrove’s report 

as instructional about the ‘movement of Aboriginal families through the 

transitional homes into Housing Commission homes’ – irrespective of 

whether the transition was occurring on settlements or in towns.95  The 

Housing Commission’s enforced requirement of single households 

                                                 
92 NAA  Darwin  F1  1962/217 Bagot Settlement – Social and Cultural Change, Report on Transitional 
Training Programme for Aboriginal Families – Bagot,  January 1968. 
93 NAA  Darwin  F1  1962/217 Bagot Settlement – Social and Cultural Change, Report on Transitional 
Training Programme for Aboriginal Families – Bagot, January 1968. 
94 NAA  Darwin  F1  1962/217 Bagot Settlement – Social and Cultural Change, Report on Transitional 
Training Programme for Aboriginal Families – Bagot, January 1968. 
95 NAA  Darwin  F1  1962/217 Bagot Settlement – Social and Cultural Change, Memorandum to 
Superintendent Bagot Settlement, 23 January 1968. 



 311 

effectively ‘driving’ Aboriginal people back to settlements remained 

unconsidered as the key reason for Aboriginal families failing in 

Commission tenancies.96 

 

 
Picture 50.  Kitchen in an Aboriginal training house at Bagot, PH0351/0102, 
Giese Collection, NTLIS 

 
Northern Territory Administration spending estimates for 1972-73 and 

1973-74 included provision for Aboriginal housing in towns to promote 

the ‘economic, social and political development of the Aboriginal 

people.’97  In justification for the inclusion in what was otherwise 

estimates for staff housing, the Northern Territory Administration said: 

The Government has been criticised because of the delays that 
have occurred in providing homes for Aboriginal families 
living in community areas.  Some assistance has been provided 
through the Housing Commission but this has had little impact 
on the overall situation.  Many of the families now living at 
Bagot have reached a stage where they could accept the 
responsibility of living in a normal community situation and the 
Bagot Council is pressing for housing to be provided.  At 
Katherine and Alice Springs the Aboriginal communities are 
increasing as families move into employment and the provision 
of homes is essential if these families are to be integrated into 
the normal community.98 

 
 

                                                 
96 Wells, ‘A Woman’s Work’, p.12. 
97 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Telex to Department of Interior, 5 January 1971. 
98 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1971/273  Northern Territory – Construction of Staff Housing on 
Welfare Settlements, Telex to Department of Interior, 5 January 1971. 
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The Housing Commission 
 

While considering the revocation of the Bagot Reserve in 1963, the 

Minister approved a suite of proposals to house Aborigines.  This 

included additional funding for the Housing Commission to build 

‘transitional houses’ and train potential Aboriginal tenants.99  A section of 

Bagot Reserve was released on the condition that one in every three 

blocks obtained from its subdivision would be kept to house Aborigines.  

In April 1964 the Housing Commission proposed to allocate 25 houses, 

either under construction or in final stages of tendering, for Aborigines 

under the Minister’s scheme.100  The Director of Welfare, Harry Giese, 

moved immediately to identify families on settlements or missions to 

participate in the training scheme to be inaugurated with the Commission 

housing’s allocation.101  In September, following protracted debate within 

the Welfare Branch, the Director of Welfare was advised that only three 

Aboriginal families could be considered for the transitional housing 

program in Darwin.  Aboriginal families could also apply directly to the 

Housing Commission for housing and five families in the previous two 

years had done this.102  However, because most Aboriginal people 

received less than the basic wage there was a need for, and a lack of, 

operational funding to subsidise rent.103  In Katherine the Housing 

Commission offered five aluminium, two bedroom dwellings that were 

no longer to Commission standard to the Director of Welfare for 

Aboriginal families, under the transitional housing scheme.104 

 

The Housing Commission voiced concern about the level of supervision 

being exercised by the Welfare Branch and Health inspectors had also 
                                                 
99 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Administrator, 14 May 1963. 
100 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director of Welfare, 13 April 1964. 
101 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Chief Welfare Officer, 17 April 1964. 
102 NTAS  NTRS  1040/P1  Item 1, Officers Standing Committee Aboriginal Welfare Conference 
Adelaide 1965, Report on Progress since July 1963, undated 1964. 
103 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director, 24 September 1964. 
104 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director of Welfare, 27 July 1965. 
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commented on the condition of some of the Housing Commission houses 

rented to Aborigines.105  The Commission instituted strict terms to the 

scheme’s future allocations to ensure the Commission’s involvement in 

both choosing prospective tenants and supervision of their tenancies.106  

The Welfare Branch lacked both sufficient staff and resources to 

effectively supervise all Aboriginal families living within the Territory’s 

towns.  In addition, their responsibilities in reality extended to all families 

in need of assistance, although Giese conceded that Aboriginal families 

‘require more intensive work than any other group’.  A report on the 

scheme’s progress in Alice Springs showed that no Aboriginal families 

were housed by the Housing Commission through the scheme.  Rather, 

the families in Housing Commission homes had applied for and been 

allocated housing in order of application.  The numbers of Aborigines 

known to be living in Housing Commission housing in the Territory’s 

two southern centres were negligible, 107 approximately six in Alice 

Springs and one or two in Tennant Creek.108  It was known that some 

Aboriginal families had not been housed due to poor living standards.109 

 

In January 1968 the Director of Welfare commenced discussions with the 

Housing Commission about it undertaking construction of specifically 

designed Aboriginal housing.  Citing a Standing Committee on 

Integration recommendation, it was proposed to provide lower standard 

housing within selected areas, with a view to the Commission taking over 

                                                 
105 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Assistant Director, 4 January 1966, and Memorandum to 
Manager Housing Commission, 6 January 1966. 
106 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director of Social Welfare, 1 February 1966. 
107 Two problems were raised by the Assistant Director Southern with the Director of the Welfare 
Branch in relation to determining the numbers of Aborigines moving into Housing Commission 
houses.  The first was the poorly-defined differentiation between Aboriginal and ‘Part Aboriginal’ and 
the fact that many ‘Part Aboriginals’, resident in Alice Springs for extended periods had moved into 
Housing Commission homes.  The other issue was that it was impossible for the Branch to know of all 
Aboriginal people who had applied for or who were allocated Housing Commission housing, without 
some advice from the Housing Commission.  NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – 
Alice Springs, Memorandum from Assistant Director, Southern Division to Director Welfare Branch, 8 
September 1969. 
108 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Memoranda on the numbers 
of Aborigines moving into Housing Commission homes, December 1967-February 1968. 
109 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Chief Welfare Officer, 30 March 1966. 
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responsibility for Aboriginal housing.110  At this time the Commission 

was aware of housing approximately 10 Aboriginal families in Darwin, 

Alice Springs and Katherine, only some of whom were under the 

sponsorship of the Social Welfare Branch.  All were allocated housing 

from the ‘pool’ of 25 made available to the Social Welfare Branch in the 

1963-64 program.  The Commission stated it had not experienced any 

additional difficulties to those for ‘ordinary allocations’.111  The 

Commission was concerned about being able to meet the growing need 

from Aboriginal families moving to towns and the Director of Social 

Welfare wanted to expand the training housing scheme to other towns.  

Due to limited funding in 1968-69 additional housing could not be 

planned.112  The 1967 Legislative Council Select Committee Report on 

Housing also led the Commission to giving the issue ‘priority 

attention’.113  The Commission was interested in discussing its 

involvement in addressing the needed transitional and pensioner housing 

with the Social Welfare Branch.114  However, the Chairman expressed 

inability to build housing on settlements, at that time.115  Despite this, a 

year later, acting as the Welfare Branch’s agent, the Commission built 20 

three bedroom brick houses of standard Commission design for 

Aborigines living at Wave Hill.116 

 

                                                 
110 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Chairman Housing Commission, 25 January 1968, and 
notes of discussions, 24 January 1968. 
111 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Administrator, 23 May 1968. 
112 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Administrator, 23 May 1968. 
113 Northern Territory Legislative Council Select Committee on Housing, Report from the Select 
Committee appointed to inquire into housing in the Northern Territory, tabled 14 November 1967 
recommended the urgent building of ‘transitional housing for Aboriginals in towns’, p.15. 
114 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Administrator, 23 May 1968. 
115 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director of Social Welfare, 27 May 1968. 
116 The building of these houses was part of an attempt to develop an Aboriginal town where local 
people could live and work in the surrounding area:  NAA  Darwin  E242/6  K/10/1/1  Part 1 Wave Hill 
Settlement, District Welfare Officer to Assistant Director Northern, 29 September 1969.  The houses 
remained Commonwealth owned and managed until transferred to the Wundamarrie Housing 
Association in 1974:  NAA  Darwin  E460/51  1974/1485  Control of Dept. Aboriginal 
Accommodation Wunadamarie Housing (Wave Hill), Letter to President Wundamarie Housing 
Association, 2 August 1974. 
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Picture 51.  New Wave Hill housing, Department of Aboriginal Affairs ,  Northern 
Territory Division Annual Report 1972-1973, p.7. 

 

In 1970 the Director of Social Welfare approached the Housing 

Commission to discuss a special housing allocation in Katherine, Tennant 

Creek and Alice Springs.117  The Commission noted that few Aboriginal 

families seen camping in very poor circumstances applied for Housing 

Commission housing, despite some being in receipt of steady wages.118  

The Commission maintained that it could only construct housing for rent 

‘in the ordinary way’, however suggested the implementation of ‘a 

simultaneous programme of extending and building new transitional 

villages as well as providing homes in the general community.’119  The 

Director of Social Welfare, however, preferred housing allocation within 

the ‘normal sub-divisions’, undertaking to ensure that families were 

                                                 
117 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Chairman Housing Commission, 24 February 1970. 
118 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director Social Welfare, 24 March 1970. 
119 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Director Social Welfare, 24 March 1970. 
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prepared for their responsibilities in suburban living.120  Neither land nor 

funding to build housing to extend the scheme to other Territory centres 

were forthcoming in 1970-71.121 

 

Aborigines who met their responsibilities as Housing Commission 

tenants could be considered as ‘normal tenants’ and therefore ‘assume the 

responsibility of a normal tenancy’.  This then allowed tenancy of a 

dwelling identified in the special scheme going to another Aboriginal 

family.122  Review of the scheme found that its procedural requirements 

were either ignored or ‘loosely interpreted’.  It was recorded that in 

December 1967, 16 families lived in Housing Commission homes and in 

the same period four people had applied for Commission homes under 

‘normal’ tenancy arrangements and two under the special scheme.  

However in October 1971, there were seven families in Housing 

Commission homes and one waiting allocation under the special scheme.  

This was interpreted as showing that the trend was away from Housing 

Commission tenancies, to living in the ‘open community’. 123  It was also 

observed that Aboriginal families preferred to live at the Bagot 

Settlement.  In March 1974 the Housing Commission advised that it no 

longer operated a special housing allocation for Aborigines and that in its 

opinion the scheme ‘never really got off the ground.’124 

 

Aboriginal Housing Programs 
 

It was noted that two Legislative Council committees late in 1967 had 

called for ‘a much more determined effort…to provide for the needs of 

Aboriginals in town areas, where the problems of inadequate housing are 

most acute and conspicuous.’  While increased funding had occurred, the 

                                                 
120 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Chairman Housing Commission, 3 April 1970. 
121 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Handwritten minute, 19 October 1970. 
122 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Letter from Manager Housing Commission, 3 February 1971. 
123 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Memorandum to Assistant Administrator Welfare, 11 October 1971. 
124 NAA  Darwin  F1  1972/8141  W.D Special Housing Programme – Housing Commission for 
Aborigines – N.T. – Policy, Letter from Manager Housing Commission, 5 March 1974. 
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rate of construction could not keep pace with the growing housing 

demand.  It was estimated that nearly 1,000 additional dwellings were 

needed for families on settlements and missions, and about 150 dwellings 

were needed in towns, in addition to ‘camping facilities’ for transient 

visitors.  The rate of Aborigines visiting towns and the population growth 

meant that an accelerated housing program was needed.125  It was 

proposed to double the size of the mobile works force and spend 

additional funding on mission housing through a $1.278 million program.  

It was estimated that this would allow materials to be bought for about 

160 dwellings with communal facilities.  It was understood to be a 

compromise between the need to quickly build more houses and ensuring 

Aboriginal involvement in housing improvement.126 

 

Mention was also made of  a Northern Territory Welfare Branch survey 

to accurately detail the different types of housing need across all 

settlements, missions and towns.  At this time it was estimated by the 

Branch that $7 million would be needed to bring housing to a satisfactory 

level.127  Social scientists’ attempts at estimating Aboriginal housing need 

had already established that existing government funding did not match 

the acknowledged increasing demand due to population growth.128  

Ministerial briefing notes for a visit to the Territory in August 1968 

acknowledged a ‘general shortage of housing’ for Aborigines and 

outlined the Northern Territory Administration’s proposed program.  

However advice to the Minister suggested that the program was an 

impractical proposition owing to additional Aboriginal expenditure 

through the Minister-in-Charge of Aboriginal Affairs and likely 

opposition by the Department of Works to any increase of the mobile 

                                                 
125 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme, Draft 
Memorandum to Minister, undated, June 1968. 
126 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme, Draft 
Memorandum to Minister, undated, June 1968. 
127 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme, Draft 
Memorandum to Minister, undated, June 1968. 
128 A. Barrie Pittock, ‘More will be looking for a place in the sun’, in Origin, 11 June 1970, quoted in 
Frances Lovejoy, ‘Costing the Aboriginal Housing Problem’, The Australian Quarterly, vol.43, no.1, 
March 1971, pp.79-90, p.88.  Also C.D.  Rowley, ‘The Aboriginal Householder’, Quadrant, vol.xi, 
no.6, November-December 1967, pp.90-96. 
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works force.129  Doubt was raised about a more ‘modest’ program that 

relied on local materials and labour.130  Concern was also increasingly 

being voiced in the Northern Territory about Aboriginal fringe-dwelling 

conditions.131   

 
A year later the Ministers for the Interior and Aboriginal Affairs agreed 

that the Department of Interior would provide a list of settlement housing 

being constructed with a view to assessing the mobile works force’s 

participation.  It was also suggested that both Ministers discuss with the 

Minister for Works more definite arrangements to ensure contractors 

employ Aborigines.132  However by early 1970 the Minister-in-Charge of 

Aboriginal Affairs’ frustration with the Department of the Interior 

appeared to boil over.  He advised the Director of the Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs that he no longer wanted to continue with a policy of 

accepting programs ‘of a welfare nature suggested by Interior’ proposing 

to support programs through the Aboriginal Affairs’ capital program.133  

Later the same year Wentworth wrote to the Minister for the Interior to 

notify approval of the Northern Territory’s program from the Aboriginal 

Advancement Trust Fund.  He also pointed out that the reasons for any 

delays in the process were within the Department of Interior.134 

 

Tensions between the two departments and their Ministers reflected the 

different but overlapping responsibilities in the Northern Territory in 

regard to Aboriginal policy and its implementation.  While the Office of 

Aboriginal Affairs developed policy and contributed some of the funding 

towards implementing housing policy, the Department of the Interior was 
                                                 
129 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  
Briefing Note Ministers Visit to NT, August 1968. 
130 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  
Briefing Note Ministers Visit to NT, August 1968. 
131 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  
Extract from Proof Hansard, 13 August 1968.  Concern was voiced in the Northern Territory 
Legislative Council and also in the Northern Terrtiory News.  One example highlighted the very poor 
living conditions in Aboriginal camps away from the gaze of townspeople or tourists , 28 August 1968. 
132 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Letter 
to Secretary Department of Interior, 19 September 1968. 
133 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/134  Northern Territory – Aid Requests 1970-71 – Housing, Health, 
Education, Employment, Letter to Director Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 13 February 1970. 
134 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/134  Northern Territory – Aid Requests 1970-71 – Housing, Health, 
Education, Employment, Letter to Minister for the Interior, 7 October 1970. 



 319 

responsible for administering the policy and did not accept instruction or 

guidance from the Office of Aboriginal Affairs.  The Office of Aboriginal 

Affairs claimed that there had been ‘a culpable failure to use Aboriginal 

resources in the Northern Territory, particularly on the housing.’ 135  The 

Office’s efforts to improve Aboriginal housing were considered to be 

‘deliberately impeded and frustrated’ by the Department of the Interior.136 

 

Quoting a 1967-68 Aboriginal housing needs survey that estimated need 

then for 1,100 houses, the Department of Interior sought $215,000 for the 

purchase and construction of 20, three bedroom pre-fabricated houses in 

six settlements in the Northern Territory.137  The settlements named as 

having the ‘most unsatisfactory’ housing and where the prefabricated 

houses were proposed were Roper River, Hooker Creek, Bamyili, 

Maningrida, Garden Point and Warrabri.  In the case of Roper River, it 

was stated that no houses had been built for many years and nearly all 

people lived in ‘sub-standard accommodation including tents and 

galvanised iron structures’.  At Hooker Creek it was stated that ‘most of 

the people are still living in ‘wurlie-type accommodation in the 

Aboriginal camping area and this perpetuates the social and health 

problems’.138  Funding was approved for the program and came from a 

Treasurer’s Advance pending additional estimates.139  A reply to an 

earlier request for a statement on progress in developing town plans for 

settlements and missions showed that nearly all settlements were 

                                                 
135 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/134  Northern Territory – Aid Requests 1970-71 – Housing, Health, 
Education, Employment, Draft letter to Minister for the Interior, November 1970. 
136 NAA  Canberra  A2354  1970/134  Northern Territory – Aid Requests 1970-71 – Housing, Health, 
Education, Employment, Draft letter to Minister for the Interior, November 1970. 
137 NAA  Canberra A5882  CO983  Northern Territory – Aboriginal Housing, Cabinet Submission 
No.404, 8 July 1970.  The survey referred to is believed to be Pittock, ‘More will be looking for a place 
in the sun’.  It was further estimated by Pittock that if the level of the Commonwealth grant in 1970/71 
to the States of $4.8 million continued it would take about 21 years to meet the backlog existing at that 
time of $100 million. 
138 NAA  Canberra A5882  CO983  Northern Territory – Aboriginal Housing, Cabinet Submission 
No.404, 8 July 1970. 
139 NAA  Canberra A5882  CO983  Northern Territory – Aboriginal Housing, Cabinet Decision 
No.676, 17 September 1970. 
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surveyed and town plans were prepared or were being prepared.  

However most missions remained without serviced land.140 

 

In March 1971 the Administrator proposed a funded housing program, 

supported by a comprehensive submission on Aboriginal housing needs.  

The existing circumstances for Aborigines on settlements, missions and 

pastoral stations and in towns were that a population of about 20,000 

were housed in 1,000 houses of varying standard and size.  It was 

estimated of this, 200 needed to be demolished, and just under 4,000 

houses of varying sizes needed to be constructed.  Of the outstanding 

need, it was considered that more than half was for ‘Stage 2’ houses.141  

Estimated cost of meeting this need was put at $53 million by 

government and $5.5 million by pastoralists.  It was proposed that a 

program conducted over 10 to 15 years could be started as soon as 

agreement was reached on types and standards for pastoral 

accommodation.142 

 

Another draft working paper on Aboriginal housing in the Northern 

Territory was prepared following discussion between the Department of 

the Interior and Treasury in October 1971.  This paper put the Aboriginal 

population at about 22,500, housed in 1,200 dwellings.  In principle 

agreement was sought for the implementation of a 15 year, $2.8 million 

annual program to overcome the housing shortage of about 5,250 

dwellings.  An approach to improving Aboriginal housing on pastoral 

properties was proposed to be developed after the Gibb Report was 

finalised.143  In urban areas it was proposed that special arrangements be 

                                                 
140 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Letter 
from Administrator, 20 January  1971. 
141 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Letter 
to Secretary Department of Interior, 23 March 1971.  It was estimated that 2,571 stage 2 houses were 
needed. 
142 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Letter 
to Secretary Department of Interior, 23 March 1971. 
143 In 1970 the Gorton government appointed Professor C.A. Gibb to enquire into the situation of 
Aborigines on pastoral stations in the Northern Territory.  The committee included Dr H.C. Coombs, 
the Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs.  In 1971 the Report of the Committee to Review 
the Situation of Aboriginals on Pastoral Properties in the Northern Territory (the Gibb Report) 
recommended the excision from pastoral leases of small community living areas. 
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negotiated with the Northern Territory Housing Commission for housing 

construction and management for permanent town residents.  It was 

planned to continue to provide and manage camping areas and 

transitional houses in towns.144  Capital funding would be supplemented 

by rent from the houses to maintain existing housing and contribute to 

further new construction.  It was proposed to establish a ‘special team in 

the Northern Territory Administration to oversight the programme on a 

continuing basis.’145 

 

In 1970 a Northern Territory Administration District Officer provided the 

Welfare Branch with a list of Aboriginal members of the Alice Springs 

Municipal Gang to query what housing was proposed for those 

considered permanent employees and who were living in some of the 

town’s fringe camps.146  Along with the Cities Commission, which was 

preparing an urban development plan for Alice Springs, this query built 

on already existing concern about the numbers of Aborigines ‘camping’ 

in Alice Springs and of their living conditions.147  It was argued that ‘the 

population drift’ was occurring because of a range of issues but was 

mainly due to access to Social Security benefits and unavailability of jobs 

in clan country.  It was noted also that the growing numbers of people in 

the town added to the ‘attractiveness’ of further people moving from 

settlements to the town – for cultural and social reasons.  It was 

recognised that while a concerted effort was needed to provide suitable 

living conditions, this was being undermined by lack of available and 

appropriate land and the lengthy and confusing processes followed 

around incorporation of camp organisations.  Noting that the original 

purpose of Aboriginal communities, to provide ‘an intermediary step’ 

between traditional and town living had largely failed, one community 

                                                 
144 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Draft 
working paper on NT Aboriginal Housing, 10 November 1971. 
145 NAA  Canberra  A1734  NT1968/2511  Northern Territory Aboriginal Housing Programme,  Draft 
working paper on NT Aboriginal Housing, 10 November 1971. 
146 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Letter to Assistant Director, 
Social Welfare Branch, 25 August 1970. 
147 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Letter from Regional 
Director Southern, 23 May 1974 and Memoranda from Community Advisers and Regional Advisor, 
July and August 1974. 
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adviser proposed that land in the Alice Springs town area be nominated 

as a town reserve, like the Bagot Reserve in Darwin, to provide training 

in town living and also to circumvent the delays in land acquisition for 

Aboriginal town campers.148 

 

The Cities Commission was advised that future Aboriginal land needs in 

Alice Springs would be decided on the basis of the Woodward Report.  

The type of land development required at that time for Aborigines was 

described as ‘open plan garden type with a density of approximately ½ 

acre per house per family’ with additional buildings and land for more 

transient visitors.  It was noted that 29 land blocks were available for 

Aboriginal town housing, with 50 needed immediately.149  In preparing 

their final report, the Cities Commission sought a copy of an anticipated 

Aboriginal urban strategy from the Department of Aboriginal Affairs.150  

The May 1974 draft of the review showed that the Commission was still 

awaiting advice from Aboriginal Affairs on its Aboriginal urban 

strategy.151 

 

At this time also, the Alice Springs Town Clerk wrote to the Department 

of the Northern Territory to inquire about plans to provide five separate 

camping areas for Aborigines and expressing concern about the urgent 

need to accommodate Aboriginal visitors to the town.152  The lack of 

infrastructure that would improve living conditions was particularly noted 

in Alice Springs, along with lack of applications for land.153  It was 

acknowledged by Community Advisers in the Alice Springs Aboriginal 

Affairs office that there was no real improvement in the town camps.  

                                                 
148 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Memoranda from 
Community Advisers and Regional Advisor, July and August 1974. 
149 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Letter from Regional 
Director Southern, 23 May 1974. 
150 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Letter to Secretary 
Aboriginal Affairs, 11 February 1974. 
151 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Summary of Agent’s Draft 
Reports, 22 May 1974. 
152 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Letter to District 
Officer, 28 August 1974. 
153 NAA  Darwin  F133/33  1966/76  Aboriginal Housing – Alice Springs, Memorandum from Acting 
Regional Adviser, 18 September 1974. 
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This was put down to long-standing lack of interest in changing camping 

practices in Alice Springs and lack of understanding of the incorporation 

of associations and grants processes.154  In a report on the town camps, 

prepared in mid-October at the Minister’s request, it was stated that ‘the 

Housing Commission has always done its best to accommodate 

Aboriginal needs as far as housing is concerned’.  The report found that 

the camps’ population was somewhere between 600 and 700, and that 

housing needs were for 45 ‘formal type’ houses, 62 tents and 15 ablution 

blocks.  The single most influential problem inhibiting any improvement 

plans was the unavailability of land where people wanted to camp.155 

 
The Regional Manager of Aboriginal Hostels Limited in Alice Springs, 

however, disputed the report’s assertion about the Housing Commission’s 

role in housing Aboriginal people in Alice Springs. 

In effect, the Housing Commission has not always done its best 
to accommodate Aboriginal people, since to some extent our 
people are discriminated against and denied Housing 
Commission homes because the Housing Commission has a 
strict or inflexible tenancy policy which does not take into 
account the socio-economic and cultural problems faced by 
many of our people, and which is based upon white middle 
class standards, which are alien to many of our people.156 

 

In April 1975 the Central Australian Aboriginal Congress employed 

Dr. T.N. Cutter to provide a report on Alice Springs’ fringe camps.  This 

report highlighted that over a third of town camps residents were aged 

under 15 and that all camps’ residents lived in ‘substandard housing’.  

Those camps with permanent housing with facilities were still 

unsatisfactory as the houses were too small and unpleasant to live in 

owing to lack of privacy.  The report stated that 90 percent of fringe 

campers lived ‘in very sub-standard accommodation.  Shanty homes, 

                                                 
154 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Memorandum 
from Community Adviser to Regional Advisor Alice Springs, 30 September 1974. 
155 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Report on 
Accommodation Requirements – Aboriginal Groups, Alice Springs, forwarded to Secretary 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 1 October 1974. 
156 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Letter to 
Regional Manager Aboriginal Hostels Limited, 11 December 1974. 
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tents and iron shed…There is an obvious urgent need.’157  The Central 

Australian Aborigines Congress publicly released Cutter’s report on 20 

May 1975 and the blame for the continuing low living conditions was put 

squarely at the government’s door.158 

 

Assimilation’s aim for Aborigines ‘to live as we do’ did not attract the 

same level of resources that had aided the arrival of the rest of Australia 

to its way of living.  While Hasluck increased funding to the Territory, he 

and successive Ministers were unable to overcome the historically 

inspired biases of the Commonwealth Treasury.  Aboriginal participation 

in ‘normal’ Australian society was seemingly to be encouraged through 

training provided on settlements.  These small communities, of course, 

were not part of ‘normal society’ either of Australia or of the regional 

areas of the Northern Territory.  They did not provide any semblance of 

‘normal’ Australian suburban living and precious little training was 

provided other than in acceptance of overcrowded, substandard living 

conditions, isolated from towns and town living. 

 

The lack of effective monitoring of Aboriginal employment conditions on 

pastoral stations contributed to the growing acceptance of poor living 

conditions for Aborigines.  Despite most pastoral stations disregarding 

legislated employee conditions, no steps were taken to enforce the 

requirement that pastoral stations improve Aboriginal living conditions.  

The government’s complacent acceptance of the known degraded living 

conditions continued despite the growing knowledge about inadequate 

housing’s contribution to the very poor health of Aborigines. 

 

The entry of the Office of Aboriginal Affairs into Aboriginal housing 

policy development added to already ineffective bureaucratic process that 

had little impact on decreasing the growing housing need.  The Office 

initiated the ‘specialisation’ of Aboriginal housing as a program that 

                                                 
157 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Report on Alice 
Springs Fringe Camps, undated. 
158 NAA  Darwin  F133/11  1974/133  Aboriginal Housing and Camps Alice Springs, Press Release re 
Health and living Conditions of Aboriginal Fringe-Dwellers Alice Springs, 20 May 1975. 
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demanded specific funding.  This contributed to the decreasing emphasis 

given to Aboriginal housing in Northern Territory Administration 

budgets.  Use of the Aboriginal Advancement Trust Fund to resource the 

Special Welfare Program may have provided funding earlier than 

otherwise but it introduced ideas of removing government responsibility 

for improving Aboriginal housing.  This was in contrast to Australian 

governments’ acceptance of responsibility for housing assistance, 

evidenced through the development and refinement of government 

sponsored housing programs. 
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Conclusion 
 

There was…a dual process underway in which successive 
federal governments sought not only to assimilate Aborigines, 
but also to assimilate the whole of the Northern Territory 
population into a relationship by which it could be governed 
and which could ensure that the settlers and Aborigines would 
conform with the requirement to live “like us” in the rest of 
Australia.1 

 
 

As Julie Wells establishes, the Northern Territory was not considered a 

part of ‘normal’ Australian society.  The returning military personnel 

stationed in the Territory returned to their southern lives with fantastic 

tales of their youthful exploits in the Territory.  The growing domestic 

tourism industry from the early 1950s added to the representation of the 

Territory as the last frontier and its inhabitants as either exotic ‘natives’ 

or pioneers battling against the odds.  At the same time some magazines 

depicted southern Australia as peopled by compulsive home makers and 

gardeners.  Without the economic and social policies being implemented 

in southern Australia also being delivered in the Northern Territory, it 

was never going to be possible for the Territory to be part of the ‘nation 

of home owners’.  While additional national funding made available 

through the war-time changes to taxation did assist in building public 

servants’ housing and aided development of mining towns, like 

Batchelor, it did not extend to ensuring that all in the Territory ‘live as we 

do’. 

 

The Northern Territory Housing Commission had to house suitable 

workers as only they could pay ‘economic rent’.  Issues in relation to the 

Commission’s relatively high rental rates quickly came to light.  

Cabinet’s aim for the Commission to house people of ‘limited means’ 

was undermined by excluding the Commission from the rent 

subsidisation principles in the founding CSHA.  Added to this was the 

fact that the Northern Territory had not benefited from wartime housing 

                                                 
1 Wells, ‘The Long March’, p.6. 
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programs that aided states to develop land and services on which many 

suburbs were built. 

 

The Northern Territory Administration, through the Housing 

Commission, was keen to encourage the private sector and the building 

industry by providing housing for industries.  However, similar housing 

on Aboriginal settlements had to be funded through housing societies.  

Funding for building housing for Aborigines was separate to ‘normal’ 

funding arrangements for the Northern Territory Housing Commission.  

Despite housing for Aborigines falling within its responsibilities, the 

Commission avoided undertaking building activities of a ‘special’ nature 

until separate funding was forthcoming.  Most Aborigines lived away 

from towns on pastoral stations, missions or settlements.  Housing on all 

of these was poor.  Until the 1970s, funding for building the settlements 

as functioning communities or townships was negligible.  With the 

advent of the Office of Aboriginal Affairs, funding increased, but 

remained significantly less than what surveys showed was needed. 

 

The staged approach of Aboriginal people moving through transitional 

levels of housing stalled quite early with the lack of funding to build the 

later stages, ‘normal’ housing, training and tenancy support.  Non-

existent and then low Aboriginal income levels meant there was a need 

for rent subsidisation to meet even basic maintenance or make housing 

improvements.  In reality, seeking to implement rent systems for 

unmaintained, substandard housing defied reasonable explanation, and 

was rarely attempted.  This meant that Aboriginal housing in the 

Northern Territory was an uneconomic venture from the beginning.  It 

operated outside the ‘normal’ government sponsored housing programs 

which used loans and terms of repayment, together with capital and rent 

subsidisation grants to build some level of economic viability into 

publicly funded rental housing. 

 

Government policy and rhetoric espoused socially normalising principles 

for the Territory.  At least on the surface, the Commonwealth wanted the 
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Territory to become part of the national family.  In practice, however, 

bureaucratic processes were driven by ideas of advancement and progress 

that applied to both residents of huts in Darwin’s post-war camps and 

Aborigines living on the fringes of Alice Springs.  Practices followed in 

Darwin and Alice Springs were noticeably different.  This extended to the 

expected different housing designs, with Darwin having ‘tropical’ 

housing and Alice Springs ‘arid area’ housing shares of allocated housing 

funding, government housing allocation practices, and government 

practices to improve housing for Aborigines and mixed descent 

Aborigines.  Housing conditions remained very poor for many Aboriginal 

families of mixed descent in Alice Springs, a phenomenon that did not 

occur to the same extent in Darwin.  Like the housing on many 

settlements, the substandard and demoralising conditions at the Gap 

Settlement worked against the residents ever being able to prove 

themselves ‘worthy’ of anything better.
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Conclusion 
 

In the Territory, difference and otherness were tangible, even 
overwhelming.  Yet, it was precisely its difference to the rest of 
Australia from which the Territory derived its identity, and it 
was its difference that was a critical part of Australia’s identity.  
Ironically, that difference was a source of great concern to the 
federal government that wanted to make the Territory like the 
rest of Australia: assimilated and modernised.  It wanted to 
make ordinary Australians out of the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Territorians .1 

 
 

The rhetoric that placed the Northern Territory’s settlement as part of the 

Commonwealth’s nation building role relied on early twentieth century 

economic development ideals.  Underlying these were notions surrounding 

land settlement by whites, land use and occupation that derived an economic 

profit and dwellings illustrative of, or at least, reflective of the Territory’s 

success at economic land development.  The common thread in all 

settlement and economic development was the exclusion of the idea of 

Indigenous land settlement.  Due to the terms of the transfer of the Territory 

to the Commonwealth in 1911 that acknowledged the indebtedness of the 

Territory to South Australian efforts at land settlement, the 

Commonwealth’s Territory was a large economic liability from the start.  In 

contrast to Deakin’s ‘pan-Australian vision’ for Northern Territory 

development, colonially inspired rivalries hindered the states supporting 

funding of northern development. 

 

Seen in geographic terms, northern Australia was portrayed as tropical, 

coloured and savage and therefore unsuited to white, civilised settlement.  

The Northern Territory’s predominately non-white population existed as a 

contradiction to one of the founding principles of the newly federated nation, 

a white, homogenous society.  Living conditions reflected the absence of 

any economically successful industry, lack of secure land tenure and the 

Territory’s ever increasing debt.  Improved living conditions were therefore 

necessary for whites to reside and work in the north.  Adopting the 

                                                 
1 Julie Wells, Mickey Dewar and Suzanne Parry, ‘Introduction’, Wells et al, Modern Frontier, pp.xiii-
xxiii, p.xvi. 
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administrative approach of a British ‘crown colony’, the Commonwealth 

was geographically and bureaucratically remote from Territory living 

conditions.  It also did not act as an entrepreneur to initiate economic 

development like the states.  Pioneering conditions therefore existed in the 

Territory but it was understood that hard work would improve living 

conditions and overcome frontier lifestyles. 

 

Darwin public servants were housed in bungalows akin to British colonial 

conditions.  While not at the high level of grand colonial residences as seen 

in some British colonies, they were comfortable and built to suit the climate 

and aided perpetuation of a quasi-colonial lifestyle.  High standard 

accommodation was not uniform for public servants and some, like police 

officers, often lived in remote locations in little more than huts.  

Infrastructure development and private investment on pastoral stations did 

not extend to building or improving housing.  Housing, where provided for 

Aboriginal employees, was at best small galvanised iron huts.  Makeshift 

camps of brush and iron scraps were more common.  Mining had limited 

success and was reflected in the mostly small transitory populations that by 

their nature were not committed to settling down and investing in permanent 

structures.  Mining settlements were usually started as camps of tents and 

shelters, few could boast of including ‘houses’.  Aboriginal workers are 

recorded as ‘camping’ on the edge of these European mining settlements. 

 

Missionaries based their Aboriginal settlement practices on other colonial 

experience.  The introduction of European tools and materials led to 

Aboriginal adoption of them in shelter building.  Missionaries used 

enclosure of space and ordered domestic life to attempt to change Aboriginal 

living practices.  Spatially, areas like Arnhem Land were perceived as 

unoccupied as it was largely without white settlement.  Housing for 

Aborigines and missionaries was divided both spatially and in design and 

materials used.  Aboriginal living areas, dominated by paperbark and 

stringybark shelters, were separated from the mission houses of corrugated 

iron and cypress.  In central Australia missionaries wanted to save 
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Aborigines from pastoralism’s incursions and developed settled villages of 

grass huts or dormitories while missionaries lived in stone buildings. 

 

The perceived nomadic nature of Aboriginal life was believed to be 

axiomatic to the Northern Territory’s settlement.  Aboriginal housing 

construction responded to a camp’s purpose, available materials and season.  

Some were semi-permanent, being refreshed and reused each time visited.  

Shelters were another tool used by Aborigines to harness available 

resources.  Encroaching European settlement therefore disrupted Aboriginal 

residence and movement.  Pastoralism in particular was contradictory to 

continued practice of Aboriginal economic land use but Aboriginal people 

adapted their food gathering processes to make use of pastoral stations.  In 

Aboriginal understanding they were ‘quietened down’ in semi-sedentary, 

settled camps at fringes of towns, mines and farms.  Aboriginal camps were 

quickly described as ramshackle, dirty and like their residents, undesirable.  

Instead, neat compounds of bark and iron huts or ordered villages were 

advocated.  Some Aboriginal people persisted in camping at town fringes 

and within contact of kin. 

 

Towns as locations of colonial control and order distanced those considered 

unsettled, like Aborigines who needed training in European living before 

gaining entry to the settled life.  Conditions at institutions built to train 

Aborigines in settled living and as town workers quickly became very poor.  

Due to inadequate resourcing to build and maintain adequate 

accommodation, the conditions were condemned in government reports.  

Cook’s ‘half-caste’ housing scheme acted on his ideas to encourage ‘settled’ 

Aboriginal people of mixed descent to become home owners.  Twelve 

families bought, through rent payments, cottages built under the first 

government sponsored housing scheme in the Northern Territory not for 

public servants.  While the first eight were funded through the Aboriginal 

Trust Account the additional four were funded through government 

appropriation. 
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Approval of an inaugural workers’ housing scheme in the Territory was 

balanced by government opinion that the schemes’ terms should be less 

advantageous than those in settled Australia and that extra conditions of 

permanent residence be included.  Its lack of commencement was directly 

due to administrative changes surrounding the withdrawal of the Territory’s 

Administrator.  However, the growing debt and lack of population growth 

meant that it became impossible to convince Treasury officials of the need to 

fund workers’ housing in the Northern Territory.  The economic depression 

nationally then added to lack of interest in Northern Territory economic 

development or living conditions.  The period of economic recovery from 

the depression increased reliance on private investment, replacing largely 

government-driven economic development.  At the same time, it was 

understood that in the Northern Territory development depended on national 

economic assistance. 

 

During the Second World War the War Service Loans scheme was added to 

by national measures to improve housing for low income families.  All of 

these new measures excluded the Northern Territory.  In addition, very few 

Northern Territory residents took up War Service Home Loans.  The 

Territory’s housing crisis and absence from national housing improvement 

initiatives was compounded by war damage sustained through bombing and 

looting.  In addition the Territory’s largest population group was never 

included in national social and economic policies.  The introduction of 

national taxation during the Second World War added to the importance of 

the Commonwealth’s economic development role of the Northern Territory.  

While national rhetoric about the north’s economic and social development 

did not to apportion a role to Aborigines, changing scientific and 

anthropological ‘experts’ began to influence government policies.  Reports 

of very poor living conditions of many Aborigines also began to be 

publicised widely.  These all had an impact on changing governments’ 

Aboriginal administration policies.  Improving living conditions of 

Aborigines of mixed descent became an integral feature of training for a 

‘civilised’ life. 
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The proposal to build modest cottages for purchase by Aborigines of mixed 

descent living in Alice Springs was much more contested than the similar 

scheme in Darwin.  Despite health inspectors’ sustained reports of unhealthy 

living conditions of growing numbers of people, they had little impact on 

forcing government sponsored remedies.  While there was difficulty in 

getting builders to tender within the government’s price range, a not unusual 

situation even for public service buildings, Alice Springs residents’ 

opposition was persuasive.  Internal correspondence shows that it was 

known that there were at least 36 mixed descent families in need of better 

housing in Alice Springs.  Twenty-two small semi-detached cottages were 

built to fulfil this need.  It is unsurprising that within a few years ineffectual 

maintenance could not counteract the effects of severe overcrowding and 

inadequate sanitation.  The Administrator’s action to circumvent Alice 

Springs’ residents resistance and departmental protocols to gain direct 

Ministerial support provided a much needed impetus for change. 

 

Action to build additional housing in the new East Side subdivision 

concentrated on constructing the cheapest possible house.  This necessitated 

the housing being too small for the intended tenants.  The agreed plan did 

for the first time in Alice Springs conform to the required suburban standard.  

The Minister controlled the dispersal of the housing’s locations around Alice 

Springs.  Directions were given to the Administrator to carefully handle the 

housing’s dispersal and related public relations.  The selection of suitable 

families was similarly undertaken with the scheme’s public reception 

uppermost.  In choosing houses located within the East Side subdivision it 

was hoped the scheme’s success was assured.  This was so important that it 

was claimed it was better to leave the houses empty then occupied by 

unsuitable tenants. 

 

Territory towns’ relative needs were within the national scale of those 

receiving attention through government funded schemes.  There is no clear 

rationale why the Northern Territory’s situation was ignored for so long.  

Decision makers were removed from the daily realities of the situation, and 

of course the Northern Territory’s small population size and lack of 
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powerful advocacy can all be attributed.  It is particularly incomprehensible 

why the housing loan scheme was delayed so long when encouraging home 

ownership was a national priority.  Even when the Department administering 

the Territory supported Northern Territory initiatives, Treasury remained the 

stumbling block.  The conclusion has to be drawn then that the 

Commonwealth was unwilling to resource otherwise national measures in 

the Northern Territory. 

 

During the Bagot Compound’s establishment reliance was placed on re-

cycling building materials from the Kahlin compound.  While some funding 

was approved to build additional, permanent structures, the practice of 

minimising costs and ‘making do’ persisted.  The pragmatic use of the 

Berrimah RAAF camp was in keeping with a lot of Darwin’s residents 

housing solutions.  The difference however was that the buildings were in 

very poor condition, the site deliberately unmaintained and the residents 

powerless to improve it themselves.  Few other Darwin residents lived in 

unsafe, unsanitary Sidney Williams huts, without alternatives.  The Native 

Welfare Branch’s reliance on experimental and prefabricated building 

methods was continuing a precedent of only considering cheap, small and 

lower standard dwellings as Aboriginal housing. 

 

By the early 1950s the Australian normal societal standard was 

overwhelmingly represented by town life in suburban homes.  Government 

policies were premised on continuing economic upturn normalising social 

conditions to the suburban standard.  Canberra bureaucrats, however, needed 

to be encouraged to apply the national standard to the Northern Territory.  

Also, Northern Territory residents had to be ‘induced’ to think of themselves 

within national norms.  Views of different standards for different population 

groups were reflected in different housing standards and housing 

development processes.  Until the mid-1960s there remained a colonial 

subjection mentality amongst the Northern Territory’s public servants.  

While the rest of Australia gained from economic buoyancy and symbiotic 

government policies, conditions in the Northern Territory perpetuated 

continuing colonisation.  The Departments of Territories, Treasury and 
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Works processes all worked against normalising Territory living conditions 

to national standards. 

 

Improvement in the housing loans scheme was highly dependent on 

Treasury approved annual loan limits that controlled how many home loans 

could be made.  The quick success of an imperfect scheme, contributed to by 

public servants also being able to buy houses, slowly started to change how 

the Commonwealth perceived Territory housing provision.  The example of 

the development of Batchelor to service Rum Jungle employees is evidence 

of where appropriate spending occurred living conditions could be delivered 

to a national standard.  It could also occur in record time without 

administrative delay and time-consuming counter argument.  This was 

because Batchelor’s construction, like Alice Springs suburban growth for 

Joint Defence Research Space Facility staff, conformed to the national norm 

of economic imperatives spawning suburban development. 

 

The struggle to commence the Northern Territory Housing Commission is 

illustrative of a number of reoccurring themes in Northern Territory’s 

administration.  The first was that while there was recognition that the 

Northern Territory was the only part of Australia not to have public housing, 

it was questioned whether it should.  It is easy to see that without the strong 

advocacy of Minister Hasluck in Cabinet, approval would not have been 

given.  A second theme is of either lack of interest, or dismissiveness of 

Canberra bureaucrats of the Northern Territory’s claims.  Language in 

correspondence was of the Northern Territory not being part of ‘normal’ 

Australia.  Lower standard, smaller houses would be acceptable and less 

funding was warranted despite evidence of higher costs.  Also for the most 

part the Territory residents were excluded from the public service decision 

making process. 

 

When it was commenced, the Housing Commission introduced another 

semi-autonomous bureaucracy to the Northern Territory.  Although initially 

very small, the power brokers had the extra weight of membership of the 

Northern Territory Legislative Council and of separate funding to the 
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Northern Territory Administration.  The Commission quickly became 

frustrated with the existing colonial outpost mentality in Darwin.  Bernie 

Kilgariff was a strong advocate for Alice Springs and only travelled to 

Darwin when necessary.  This was another significant difference in Northern 

Territory administration that previously teetered on a Canberra-Darwin axis. 

 

The building and administration of housing for mixed descent Aborigines 

was noticeably different in Darwin and Alice Springs.  Different standard 

housing was built in Alice Springs and while closer supervision was noted, it 

did not entail improving living conditions, despite sustained maintenance 

requests.  Extreme poverty and substandard living conditions became 

inherent in the Gap housing.  In Darwin, however, better living conditions 

and little or no monitoring encouraged administrators to ensure that the 

mixed descent Aborigines were included as Housing Commission tenants.  

This meant that mixed descent Aboriginal families became residents of new 

suburbs as they developed and therefore part of Darwin suburban living.  

Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory’s south were considered ‘more 

primitive’.  By implication then a lower housing standard and close 

supervision were warranted. 

 

The fact that Aboriginal housing programs did lag behind demonstrated 

serious need is proof of Aborigines’ not being considered part of ‘normal’ 

national government sponsored housing programs.  The government’s 

assimilation goal was for Aboriginal ‘social progress’ to enable living like 

other Australians.  At the same time Aboriginal social progress was not to be 

delivered through large-scale, national building projects, rather through 

incremental ‘stages’.  Tolerance would be required of other Australians 

while departure from ‘normal’ standards persisted.  Despite the 

establishment of settlements and increased financial support of missions, 

significant Aboriginal housing improvement evaded administrators.  Well 

before the abandonment of the government’s assimilation policy, settlement 

reports established that lack of adequate housing was having serious 

deleterious health effects.  A higher proportion of staff housing was 

constructed in each settlement than housing for Aboriginal residents.  The 
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small, one-roomed Kingstrand huts – the standard first stage settlement 

housing – became normal Aboriginal housing.  Most pastoral stations failed 

to provide even this.  Despite housing being cited as one of the employee 

conditions contributing to Aboriginal pastoral workers’ unrest and that the 

Welfare Branch had been ineffectual in improving it, conditions hardly 

changed. 

 

The administrative changes brought about by the creation of an Aboriginal 

affairs administration and then separate department added further unhelpful 

complexity to resolving what was fast becoming recognised as extreme 

need.  Use of the Aboriginal Advancement Trust Fund to make grants for 

infrastructure development and housing construction can be understood as a 

pragmatic measure perhaps conceived in frustration with not gaining 

funding any other way.  It also perpetuated an existing precedent, that 

despite the housing need being within the parameters of accepted 

government responsibility and the nation building approach taken to it in 

southern Australia, the Northern Territory need was not included.  The 

struggles between the Office of Aboriginal Affairs and the Northern 

Territory and Canberra bureaucracies were less about the usual negotiation 

of new programs and more about the Office of Aboriginal Affairs’ role 

challenging normal government business and how it was conducted.  The 

growing funding for Aboriginal housing was driven by government policy 

direction addressing recognised past deficiencies.  It, however, remained 

inadequate and there was little understanding of the compounding effects of 

60 years government failure to develop infrastructure in Aboriginal 

settlements. 

 

This thesis highlights the absence of the Northern Territory from national 

housing analyses, other than specifically Indigenous housing which started 

to emerge in the mid-1960s.  The thesis records in a broad sweep the 

Commonwealth’s different approach to the Territory’s housing.  While the 

Commonwealth’s administration of Aboriginal housing is included, some 

schemes deserve more detailed examination.  The period following the 

creation of the Office of Aboriginal Affairs and the changes wrought after 
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the election of the Labor government, in particular, are complex and require 

further research, including into the housing organisations themselves.  

Similarly, research into the terms of Territory self-government could show 

how the established pattern of the Territory’s late inclusion in national 

housing agreements and of deficient funding changed.  At the end of the 

period that this thesis covers it was clear that the housing shortfall in the 

Territory’s Aboriginal communities demanded cohesive, sustained policy 

and committed fair funding.  The administrative changes announced in 2007 

under the Northern Territory National Emergency Response Act suggest that 

this has not occurred. 
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