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Australia House: A Little Australia in London

Olwen Pryke

When the new Australian Commonwealth sought ‘representation’ in London, it
did not merely look for a suitable site for the new offices of the high
commissioner; it also wished to establish a representative image of federated
Australia in Great Britain. The ensuing controversy exposed a diverse range of
practical and symbolic concerns, most particularly the ways in which Australians
in Australia perceived ‘Australia’; the importance to Australians, both in Australia
and Great Britain, of locating and building a ‘little Australia in London’ to
represent Australia in the heart of the metropolis; and the Australian perceptions
of London that shaped these discussions. The search for an appropriate site for this
‘little Australia’ illustrates the unstable negotiation of identity that occurs in and
through this very specific space. As Jane Jacobs has suggested, this can be a
complex process, as ‘expressions and negotiations of imperialism do not just
occur in space’. Rather, ‘This is a politics of identity and power that articulates
itself through space and is, fundamentally, about space’.!

In November 1910, the recently arrived ‘special correspondent’ for the Sydney
Morning Herald embarked on a journey to find the offices of the Commonwealth
Government. Located in what seemed to be ‘an endless terrace of large,
comfortable-looking residences’, he looked up along a line of gables and chimney
tops, but couldn’t see any overt symbol of Australia, just a simple brass plate
reading ‘Commonwealth of Australia’ by the side of an ordinary doorway. He
lamented that ‘after 10 years of federation all there is still to represent the wealth
and position of the Commonwealth in the eyes of the people of England is —
that’.? The puzzle, he suggested in a mildly satiric tone, was finding Australia in
London. But even when Australia was located in London, there was a distinct
disappointment, even disillusionment, with the offices found and the image they
presented.

The premises in Victoria Street, Westminster, was acquired in 1906 at the time
of Captain Robert Henry Muirhead Collins’s appointment as the temporary
representative of the Commonwealth. The primary initiative for this first official
representation in London came from the minister for defence. At this time,
Australia was beginning to plan the establishment of its own naval force, as well
as the expansion of its existing military forces. Consequently, increasingly large
orders for defense stores were being placed in London.? Yet while the appointment
of a high commissioner was assumed as a result of federation, nine years elapsed
before the posting was made. The High Commissioner Bill finally went before the
Australian Parliament in August 1909, and George Reid was subsequently offered
(and accepted) the position.* Prior to the appointment of the high commissioner,
the Commonwealth Government was wary of expending money on more
appropriate accommodation. Even following Reid’s appointment, a series of ad
hoc measures were implemented rather than a concerted attempt to find a more
permanent solution.
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The selection of a high commissioner and the decision regarding the location
of Australian representation in London were intimately related. Many senators
argued that to appoint the high commissioner without first providing premises in
which he could discharge his duties ‘would be as fatuous as it would be for a bird
to lay its eggs before it had built its nest’.> More emphatically still, Senator Patrick
Lynch suggested that ‘We want the cage before we get the bird’.® Mixing the
animal metaphors, Senator Sir Josiah Symon proposed an alternative, counselling
that ‘we should first catch our hare’ and recommending that if the high
commissioner was to be housed in a ‘palatial manner’, then he should be the
officer engaged in the negotiations for the acquisition of the site.” This is what did
eventually occur, though more by default than design.

In 1911 Alfred Deakin (then leader of the opposition and former prime
minister) articulated Australia’s approach to representation abroad: ‘From the very
establishment of the Commonwealth it was always recognised as one of the
essentials that we should be represented in London, and on a fitting scale’.® But
where this was to occur and what exactly constituted a fitting scale were matters
open to an ongoing debate that had occupied the Parliament and the press for the
first decade of the new Commonwealth.

While the need for Commonwealth (or unified) representation in London was
raised as early as 1894, the issue remained unresolved with the defeat of the
Deakin Government in late 1908.7 A week after the election, when the question of
Commonwealth offices in London came to be discussed, there was some sense
that the contentious issue was in fact left by the previous Government to the Fisher
Cabinet to determine. Following extensive discussions, the location of the site for
these offices, and whether or not they should be erected at all, was still to be
decided. The matter was again debated at length in 1911 (when Fisher was again
prime minister), and a site was finally settled upon.

While there were many possible sites available, the particular site needed to
reflect and attempt to accommodate the multiple views of London as well as
Australia’s perceived and hoped-for place within it. The suitability of land was
discussed and understood in both pragmatic and symbolic terms. The debate
concerning the possible locations of the High Commission, both in Federal
Parliament and the wider community, took into consideration the cost of the site,
its specific location, the degree of control over the site, whether it was leasehold
or freehold, the type of building that could be constructed upon it and whether it
would produce any rental income. The debate also considered and attempted to
define the primary functions of the building and the High Commission in London.
The proposed sites were assessed according to whether they might act as
appropriate advertisements for Australia — displaying colonial product and
promoting immigration. Yet it was the symbolic considerations of prestige and
national and imperial positioning, even more than these practicalities, that
determined which sites were appraised. Ultimately, it was Australian perceptions
of the empire, Great Britain, London, Trafalgar Square and the Strand that
determined the location of the Offices of the Commonwealth. It must be
remembered that there were constraints on the sites made available for
assessment, and that the specific sites offered for consideration were often
determined by commercial imperatives from within London. While there was a
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distinct ‘push’ from Australia for representation in London, there was also a ‘pull’
from London in support of such a venture.'?

It was suggested frequently that the dispersed offices of the various States
should be amalgamated in a single location. The Sydney Morning Herald reported
in 1908:

Australians in London know, as Australians in Australia cannot know, the need of
a central manifestation of our country, in place of the insignificant and scattered
showing made by the State offices.!!

A year earlier, the acting prime minister was:

disgusted with the little pigeonholes that did duty as the headquarters of the
Australian States. He had [reportedly] only succeeding [sic] in finding two of these
little cribs, and he was ashamed of them.!2

These comments seem to indicate that a particularly widespread belief held at this
time, that British people were ignorant about Australia and Australian matters,
may have had some foundation, due in part to the difficulty of even locating the
Australian offices in London.

The Sydney Morning Herald did nothing to dispel this conception, prompting
its statement in 1907 that it was time that:

Australia realised her duty and the price she is paying for her neglected
opportunities. For years it has been a standing complaint by returned Australian
visitors that we are unknown in London.!?

In 1912, the criticism remained the same:

thousands of Australians even now have no idea how poorly Australia is outwardly
projected in London ... To such it will still come as a surprise to be told that
Australia in London does not exist, save in the personality of the High
Commissioner and the work of his staff, while both he and they are accommodated
in premises that are unknown to the majority of Londoners. '

And if Australia was somehow inadvertently stumbled upon, there was a general
concern that its current representation was not appropriate. The Sydney Morning
Herald suggested in 1911:

after all, it is advertisement that counts in these days. If we think Australia good
enough to place in the chief streets in London upon the ground floor, in rooms that
shall attract strangers and hold inquiries, but do not actually get so far, the very
people we want to think well of us will decide the matter in our despite. They will
say that we are not good enough to trouble about, since we cannot pump up enough
enthusiasm to impress our friends and intimidate our enemies. They will insist that
if a third-floor office is fair housing for our High Commissioner, our land must be
third-rate, and our general way of doing things mean and contemptible.!>

It was anticipated that the establishment of centralised representation would serve
many diverse purposes. It would help to promote a single unified image of the new
federation, provide easy access to information about the States and
Commonwealth, provide services to visitors, tourists and potential immigrants and
investors, and advertise Australian materials, products and opportunities.'® But
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these pragmatic concerns were compounded by more symbolic, even sentimental,
considerations.

It was hoped that the careful selection of a prominent site would allow the
fledgling nation to build ‘a home of our own’. In 1911 Deakin wistfully
commented that ‘At present we sometimes feel ourselves strangers in our mother’s
house-hold’.!” Since Australia’s invasion by Europeans in 1788, Britain had been
regarded by many as the ‘mother country’, the ‘old country’, or simply as ‘home’.
A ‘home’ is commonly understood to be the place you regard as your proper place
of residence. The term has been employed by Britons abroad, by inhabitants of
British colonies and territories, and by those of British descent in Australia for
Great Britain. Deakin refers to the perceived kinship between Britain and
Australia, the familial ties of mother and child; yet suggests simultaneously that
this relationship is not easy, that Australians in Britain may feel more like
strangers, foreigners, people who belong to another country. In fact, he suggests
that they may feel more like a guest or visitor in contradistinction to the members
of the household — newcomers who have not yet become well acquainted with a
place or who are not yet well known. And if Australia found itself uncomfortable
in its mother’s household, why not build a home of its own?

As early as 1904 Henry Copeland, the agent-general for New South Wales,
proposed the creation of a ‘little Australia in London’, with the primary purpose
of providing Australians with a place to meet.!® This suggests an attempt not so
much to represent Australia as to replicate it in microcosm. This function alludes
more directly to the meanings of ‘home’, which concern the domestic and intimate
aspects of life: a place where Australians could be at ease, collect their mail,
undertake their banking and read their local newspapers. As the Member for
Barker, John Livingston, put it in 1911:

This building is not for a day, but for all time, and every Australian will make direct
for it when he reaches London. There he will meet people from all the States. As
the trustees of Australia, it is our duty to give Australians the greatest facilities for
meeting one another in the heart of the Empire.'”

A diversity of understandings of London, both real and virtual, influenced the
ultimate siting of Australia’s new house. London was conceived in multiple and
sometimes contradictory ways.?’ These manifold perceptions of place require
some unravelling. Some regarded London as unique, some saw the city as constant
and unchanging, while others recognised the characteristics of an increasingly
modern city — congested, thronging, filled with noise and people. To some it was
the splendid centre of Empire, foreign, yet familiar; others simply viewed the city
as home.

Senators and members of the Federal Parliament debated the importance of
London and the significance of the placement of Australian representation there.
The following parliamentary exchange illustrates the complexities of these
discussions.

Senator Colonel Neild: In all London, there are only one or two sites like this, and
if you want to get a suitable site you have to pay for it.

Senator Lynch: And there is only one London in England.
Senator Colonel Neild: There is only one London in the world.
Senator Walker: There is a London in Canada.
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Senator Colonel Neild: There are a number of places called London in the world,
but, as the greatest city in the world, and the capital city of
the greatest nation in the world, there is only one London
as we understand it.?!

This interchange suggests a shared understanding of London, but clearly this
understanding is not tightly defined and remains open to interpretation. This
complexity is further exposed by the parliamentary debates that attempted to
determine the most appropriate location for the Commonwealth Offices within
London.

As Senator Colonel John Neild noted, there were tens of thousands of
properties available in London, ‘but they would not answer our purpose. We do
not want a building in a back street’.?? Senator Pulsford agreed that Australia ‘does
not desire merely to obtain so many square feet of land, but a site in the very centre
of the heart of the Empire’.?* Livingston, upon his return from Great Britain,
seemed overawed by the size of London, its immensity and breadth:

it would be impossible for any one to say, from a general view, where the heart of
London is, London is everywhere ... When approaching London the guard asked

me where I wanted to be put down, and I said “London”. He said, “It is all

London”.’24

This was Livingston’s first encounter with the vastness of London. His remarks
demonstrate the difficulties of negotiating the actual London when you have only
an imagined conception of London as a guide.

The difficulty of determining the exact heart of London, the centre of the
empire, was compounded by the distance between Australia and London in space,
time and understanding. This great distance had implications for the ideas of
London held by people in Australia. Many had never visited London and relied
upon others’ experience to determine their own views. One senator
conscientiously questioned men of his acquaintance who had recently been in
London, and so was dependent on hearsay in order to make his decision regarding
the fitness of the site under discussion.>> A distinction was often drawn between
those who had been to London and those who had not. For example, the Sydney
Morning Herald suggested that ‘Few Australians who know London’ would
question the suitability of the site then under consideration, implying that only
those who had an immediate knowledge of the city could have a reliable opinion.®
When a senator wished to disagree with a comment made in Parliament, he
intimated that perhaps his colleague had not been to London.?’ Senator Lynch was
able to reply to the gibe by saying that he had indeed been to London, but twenty-
two years beforehand. He considered that his recollections were ‘quite sufficient’
to enable him to comment on the proposed site, indicating an understanding of
London as constant through time.?® Yet the London he imagined was a memory of
the city as it had been twenty years before and had little to do with the city of the
current decade. Even outdated knowledge such as Senator Lynch’s was given
credence over that derived from others’ experience.

Livingston thought it impossible to find the true heart of London, yet the
attempt was made. While much of the then-contemporary debate attempted to
locate the ‘true’ heart, recent scholars recognise that imperial cities have many
different ‘centres of empire’, which may be interpreted in disparate ways.?’ The
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Map of London. Sectioﬁ of ‘Plan of the Crowded Districts of Central Loﬁdn with a
Guide to Theatres and Principal Cinemas’ in St John Adcock (ed.), Wonderful London,
Fleetway House, London, ¢ 1920s, p vi.

City, locus of the great metropolis’s financial business, vied with Trafalgar Square,
which occupied a nostalgic position of importance in the hearts of many previous
visitors to London. The Strand, particularly following its renovation and
expansion, came to rival this standing. While various sites for the proposed
Australia House were considered, only two were entertained seriously — one
adjacent to Trafalgar Square, and the other on the Strand.>°

Responsibility for the Strand and its environs passed from the Metropolitan
Board of Works to the newly founded London County Council in 1889. Their first
substantial project aimed to link Holborn with the Strand and simultaneously
remove slum dwellings located in the area.’! The widened Strand remained but
was supplemented by a crescent road that left the thoroughfare near Wellington
Street and returned to it near St Clement Danes Church and the Royal Courts of
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Justice. The eastern end of Aldwych was opened to traffic early in 1905, the
Kingsway in October 1905.32 It was then described as the ‘the largest and most
important improvement which has been carried out in London since the
construction of Regent Street in 1820°.33 However, there was considerable
disappointment with the success of Kingsway in its early years, some sarcastically
suggesting that it should be converted into an open-air roller-skating rink on
account of its suitable width and desolate appearance.’*

In 1907, a section of the Aldwych curve was considered by the Australian
Government as a potential site. The Commonwealth was offered options on three
blocks of land.?3 None of these were for sale at this time, and only leaseholds were
procurable. Certainly, the London County Council appeared keen to accommodate
the Commonwealth in its negotiations for the site.>® Apart from an Australian High
Commission being a worthy neighbour to the proposed new County Hall, there
was an undeniable financial imperative for the council to lease the new blocks and
begin to recoup the cost of the radical remaking of this area.’” In addition, the
London County Council hoped that the successful transaction would bring the
island site itself into the market and that the Australian example would be
followed in the near future by other dominions.?® Indeed, the council played on
intercolonial rivalry by making it known that the Canadian Government was also
negotiating for a site nearby on the Strand.>® There were clearly commercial
imperatives underlying the desire for Australian representation in London.*?

The London County Council was explicit in its support of the Commonwealth
Offices in London. The chairman of the Improvements Committee stated that the
London County Council:

had felt that, in dealing with the Commonwealth Government, they ought not to
drive too hard a bargain or approach the question simply and solely from a
commercial point of view.*!

In July 1907 Captain Collins was asked by the Commonwealth Government to
ascertain the lowest procurable rental for the whole of a site that had the frontage
to both the Strand and Aldwych and included the corner facing eastward. Yet the
Member for Parkes, Bruce Smith, was concerned that the proposal was one of the
most un-businesslike ever placed before the chamber — the members being asked
to debate the issue with little specific information and no definite proposals.*? The
Commonwealth reportedly selected the most valuable portion of the land and
offered for it the value attached to the lowest-priced portion.*® In the interim, to
complicate matters, the Victorian Government took an adjoining site, and paid
almost exactly what the London County Council had asked. Lord Elcho, chairman
of the Public Improvements Committee, went on to say that while the London
County Council was anxious to accommodate the Commonwealth on their site:
‘and ready as they [were] to make concessions ... they cannot ... give, even to the
Commonwealth, the best site they have to give at a price so far below its value’ .4

The negotiations were still proceeding in April 1908, when the London
correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald commented:

Australia has been before the British public in quite unaccustomed degree this
week. Not, perhaps, in the way we should most like, for a dispute between Sir
William Lyne, Member of the Commonwealth House of Representatives, and the
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London County Council as to the now famous Strand site is not the best way
imaginable for the advertisement of Australia. But it is something, in the dearth of
fame that is our ordinary portion here, to find ourselves mentioned at all, so we are
grateful for even a bad eminence.®’

Sir William Lyne charged the London County Council with having unduly
favoured Victoria at the expense of the Commonwealth by allowing the State to
acquire their land at a lesser cost. However, the varying values of the blocks were
largely due to the fact that the main frontage of Victoria’s land was to a side street,
and the block desired by the Commonwealth faced the Strand for its entire
length.#¢ Reflecting on the extended negotiations for the procurement of a site, the
Member for Parramatta, Joseph Cook, ventured that the record of the procedure
connected with the selection of various sites was one of which no Government
need be particularly proud.*’

The other site considered was located on the corner of Northumberland Avenue
and Charing Cross on Trafalgar Square. It was thought to be particularly desirable
to locate the proposed offices on a site serviced by a major thoroughfare and
frequented by the public. Deakin concluded that while the City proper was the
great financial centre of the Kingdom, Trafalgar Square was the great centre of the
populous and travelling London:

If you wish for a place where the public eye can be caught and the popular mind
impressed, where you will come in touch with the masses of London and its
visitors, go to Trafalgar Square.*®

He argued that it was passed by a greater stream of people than any other spot in
London and, indeed, ‘In the world!’, as the Member for East Sydney, John West,
concurred.** Others, however, derided the modern Trafalgar Square as an
‘attraction for small boys and women who wish to see the fountains and the Horse
Guards’, not the centre it had been forty or fifty years previously.>

However, this wasn’t the only criticism of the Trafalgar Square site. A number
of issues influenced the decision not to approve the purchase or lease of the site in
Trafalgar Square.’! Uncertainty regarding the character of the vendor and the lack
of detail regarding the negotiations prompted wariness among the senators and
members of parliament debating the proposition.’? Also, there was some doubt
about the suitability of the location and its comparative merits (and shortcomings)
in relation to the Strand site considered previously. The building was reportedly in
a dilapidated state, and immediate expenditure was considered necessary to repair
it. The Member for Dalley, William Wilks, commented that he had seen:

a photograph of the building and it reminds [one] of a Paddy’s Market in Australia.
All that I could see upon it was a placard advertising ‘Bovril® ... If it is such a
valuable site in the great city of London why is it used for comparatively
insignificant business purposes?>>

And, more significantly, why was it available for purchase by the
Commonwealth? Part of the answer may be revealed by a closer examination of
the map: while the site was conspicuous, it was actually located in ‘a kind of dull
backwater ... There is very little movement, almost empty pavements, and it is
quiet enough to be used for a cab rank’.>* Although revered from afar as a
prestigious diplomatic and administrative centre, Trafalgar Square was
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simultaneously considered by some as merely a tourist destination and the location
of prosaic commercial interests. These examples illustrate the discrepancies
between image and reality and highlight again the distance between Australia and
London in space, time and understanding.

The matter remained unresolved until the sites were again considered in 1911.
Sir George Reid, the newly appointed high commissioner, ultimately
recommended the purchase of land on the Strand. On 12 December 1911, the
Senate debated the resolution and the decision was made to acquire the site.>

The London County Council was clearly anxious to have the Commonwealth
Offices placed on the Aldwych curve of the Strand, and was willing to break its
ordinary policy and let the Commonwealth have the freehold.’® In fact, the
Council had kept the offer open for a considerable time in order to oblige the
Commonwealth Government.’” The chairman of the Improvements Committee
reflected on the negotiations, remarking that ‘They had been very delicate
negotiations, as at several periods they had been afraid that any haste or lack of
elasticity on their part might have broken them down’, but it was ‘fitting that a site
of that importance should be occupied by the Commonwealth of Australia’.>®
Finally, the Sydney Morning Herald’s special correspondent seemed to sigh with
relief, and declared that the decision for the location and construction of the
Commonwealth High Commission would mark the ‘beginning of the end of
Australia as a Cinderella dominion, lurking in holes and corners of the Empire’s
metropolis, a ragged and forlorn expression of itself”.>

The final location for Australia House on the Aldwych curve of the Strand was
partly the result of pragmatic considerations, but underlying these determinants
were the symbolic considerations of prestige and display, the ideas that
determined appropriate ‘representation’, and national and imperial positioning. It
was not simply the decision of the Australian Government or the London County
Council (though the council certainly promoted the positioning of Australia House
on the Strand), nor of the Australian prime minister or high commissioner. Neither
was it simply the availability of land; more particularly, it was what constituted
suitable land. Australia’s representation in London was the result of both a distinct
‘push’ from the periphery and a concerted ‘pull’ from the centre.

This complex negotiation exposes the frictions between understandings of
imagined space and their application to reality: the difficulties for Australians
attempting to find the centre of the empire from a distance; and the importance to
Australians, both in Australia and Great Britain, of locating and building a ‘little
Australia in London’. Representing Australia in the heart of the metropolis would
make Australia knowable and definable within the empire and its preeminent city.
The protracted debate comprised a series of self-conscious gestures and decisions,
exposing the ways in which material and imagined geographies constitute each
other, both reflecting and helping to solidify Australian national and imperial
identities at the commencement of the twentieth century.
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