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Abstract 
 

In the 1960s and 1970s, a counterculture emerged in Melbourne’s inner-urban suburbs, 

part of the progressive cultural and political shifts that were occurring in Western democracies 

worldwide. People living in these countercultural communities sought to enact political and 

social change through progressive experiments with facets of everyday life. This countercultural 

movement resulted in changes to the demographics and character of Melbourne’s inner-urban 

space. This thesis aims to explore the various critiques of conservative post-War Australian 

society put forth by these counterculturalists and examine how they responded to them in the 

ways in which they lived. I focus on a number of specific suburbs in Melbourne’s inner-urban 

space and have chosen a time frame of between the years 1965 and 1980, capturing the 

beginnings and height of the countercultural movement. I have utilised a range of primary 

materials and conducted twenty-one oral history interviews, which I have analysed 

thematically. The research questions that drive this thesis are: What drew counterculturalists to 

the inner-urban space from the mid 1960s to late 1970s? How were countercultural 

communities cultivated in the inner-urban space and how were they different to mainstream 

Australian culture? In what ways did these new lifestyles and ways of living enact a critique of 

conventional lifestyles at the time? How did these countercultural communities shape how the 

inner-urban space is experienced in the present day and what were their broader societal 

impacts?  

In the following chapters, I discuss the ways in which progressive counterculturalists 

related to money, work, food, creativity, home, sex, gender, and the community and physical 

space around them. I discuss experiments with polyamory, grassroots collectives, urban 

communes and artistic movements and collectives. I argue that the minutiae of the everyday 

lives of counterculturalists articulated a progressive politics which enacted a profoundly 

personal criticism of post-war conservatism. These criticisms and experiments have shaped the 

inner-urban space since and lay the groundwork for a progressive, urban-based, way of life.  
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Preface 
 
In 1990, when I was three years old, I moved to Brunswick, a suburb in Melbourne’s inner-

north, with my mum, who had just split up with my dad. Brunswick was not the popular 

alternative hub it is now. When I got older, my mum would tell me about what the suburb felt 

like in the five years we lived there. While there were suggestions of an alternative culture, (for 

example the community school that was founded in 1972),1 the suburb was dominated by 

working class and migrant families, and had an industrial feel. We would walk through streets 

dotted with Greek and Turkish cafes, where my mum would purchase hot drinks and sweets. 

On weekends we would make the trek eastwards to Brunswick Street, Fitzroy, revered in my 

mind as an exotic world of lattes, strange food, and animated adults. My mum would excitedly 

tell me about its history, food, art and music. We owned our own home in Brunswick, but spent 

significant time at other women’s houses, often activists and gay women. These suburbs were a 

world away from the seaside town in Victoria’s south-west where I spent my baby years. In 

these inner-urban suburbs, my mum could explore her interests in art, activism and spirituality, 

and be a proud bisexual woman. Figure 0.1 depicts a stall at a festival where my mum was 

selling tapes of songs she had written and recorded herself. Over the five years she lived there, 

she established a new community and support network for herself which was far away from the 

nuclear family model she had left behind.  

 

                                                 
1 Kenneth Eric Eckersall, Lifelong Learning: A history of Brunswick Secondary College and the former Brunswick 
Technical School (Self Published, 2009). 
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Figure 00.1. Me, 1990, at a market in Brunswick where my mother was helping to sell tapes. 

“Lesbian music is lovely”. [Source: author] 

 

As a two-year-old, of course, I did not pick up on the cultural significance of these spaces. 

But as I reached high-school age, I soaked in the ways in which people spoke about the city and 

the country and the suburbs and the inner-urban space. I gathered, through television, media 

and cultural discourse, that outer suburbia supposedly lacked sophistication, a place where 

inhabitants cared only about offspring and material possessions. The inner suburbs, by contrast, 

were supposedly incubators of creativity, openness and diversity, where there was interesting 

food and interesting people. In the cultural milieu in which I found myself as an adult, I began to 

realise that all the things my mother embraced by moving to Melbourne’s north provided her, 

and by extension my sister and I, with cultural capital — I had gained a type of privilege through 

a connection to an inner-urban artistic, intellectual, activist, and alternative milieu.2  

                                                 
2 The term “Cultural capital” originated from French scholar Pierre Bourdieu and has since been taken up in 
sociological research as a way to describe how privilege and social mobility can manifest in more subtle, non-
material, non-monetary ways. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1977). 
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Throughout my undergraduate degree, when studying Australian Studies and Indigenous 

Studies, I became interested in the point when “difference” — i.e. anything other than the 

white middle-class suburban caricature —  became fetishised and ostensibly embraced. At 

some point in the 20th century, the “multicultural fair” became the leisure activity for 

progressive middle-class people who were keen to encounter difference.3 At the same time, 

interests, products and activities that were niche, artisan, exotic and aligned with creativity and 

self-expression became trendy.  

The curiosity that drives this project is an interest in the origins of these cultural shifts and 

the popularisation of a lifestyle that was once on the radical fringe. Many point to the ways in 

which formerly countercultural and alternative values have been mainstreamed by market 

forces that sold them back to the public as lifestyle trends.4 My interest lies in exploring the 

radical, and not-so-radical, societal impacts of the countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s. I am 

interested in examining the origins of this urban-based counterculture, looking at how it has 

become popularised since, becoming a much-loved and transformative part of Melbourne’s 

identity, particularly in the inner-urban suburbs.  

This thesis attempts to identify and explore the countercultures that emerged between 

1965 and 1980 in Melbourne’s inner-urban space. In the following chapters, I examine the lives 

of people who rejected the strictures of the conservative post-war society they had grown up 

with, creating a new way of life in the inner-urban space. I am driven by a desire to find out 

what kind of lifestyle, and world, these counterculturalists wanted, how they lived, and how 

they enacted change. The cultural shifts pioneered by these counterculturalists have filtered 

down into consecutive generations and transformed how many Australians live today. The 

subjects of my research laid the groundwork for a new way of life in the inner-urban space, one 

where leisure, creative fulfilment, and living for the sake of experience, expression and freedom 

                                                 
3 Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of white supremacy in a multicultural society (Sydney: Pluto Press, 1998), 
118. 
4 For example, Joseph Heath and Andrew Potter, The Rebel Sell: Why the culture can’t be jammed (Toronto: Harper 
Collins, 2004); Kim Dovey, Ian Woodcock and Stephen Wood, “A Test of Character: Regulating Place-identity in 
Inner-city Melbourne,” Urban Studies 46, no. 12 (2009): 2595-2615; Chris McAuliffe, “Selling secret lives: 
subcultures and cultural vitality,” Overland 174 (2004): 103-105; Sharon Zukin, “Urban Lifestyles: Diversity and 
Standardisation in Spaces of Consumption,” Urban Studies 35, no. 5-6 (1998): 825-839.  
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was more important than the pursuit of financial security, family, and home-ownership, for 

both women and men. This way of life transformed the inner suburbs of Melbourne and paved 

the way for a lifestyle in which many, like my mother, have since found freedom, solace and 

joy.   
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Chapter 1: Researching the counterculture  
 
Introduction 
 
This thesis examines the countercultural communities that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in 

the inner suburbs of Melbourne, Australia’s second biggest city. These communities are 

byproducts of the massive political and cultural shifts that occurred in Australia in the 1960s 

and 1970s — shifts that echoed movements occurring in other Western countries, for example 

the hippy movement that emerged in San Francisco's Haight Ashbury neighbourhood in the late 

1960s.1 In this thesis, I examine how counterculturalists critiqued post-war political and cultural 

conservatism and dominant Western values by exploring left-wing politics, activism, creativity, 

lifestyle experiments, and hedonism in the inner-urban space. These activities left a historical 

footprint: the inner suburbs are still imagined as spaces of diversity and creativity and continue 

to be placed in opposition to the seeming cultural blandness and conservatism of suburbia. In 

this thesis, I hope to tell a compelling and nuanced history of these countercultural 

communities. I aim to come to an understanding of the ways in which they are understood and 

remembered today, examine some of the ways in which they have shaped the inner-urban 

space in which they were formed, and explore some of the ways in which they had influence 

beyond these geographical boundaries.   

In the following chapters I will trace how the cultural rift between the inner suburbs and 

outer suburbia emerged. I will look at how the predominantly migrant and working-class inner-

urban suburbs also became home to a thriving counterculture. Factors such as the 

decentralisation of manufacturing, the construction of freeways, and the increasing 

affordability of cars meant that, in the 1960s and 1970s, it was becoming more viable to live in 

the outer-suburbs.2 Further, suburban living was viewed as a highly desirable way of life at this 

time, providing freedom and physical space for couples and families to embark on an idealised 

                                                 
1 Yaacov Oved, Globalisation of Communes: 1950 – 2010 (New Jersey, U.S.A.: Transaction publishers, 2013), 64. 
2 Seamus O’Hanlon and Chris Hamnett, “Deindustrialisation, Gentrification and the Re-invention of the Inner City: 
London and Melbourne c.1960–2008,” Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 211-216. 
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family life.3 As inner-urban dwellers became more affluent they often moved outwards, leaving 

behind old, dense housing in the inner suburbs.4 Many residents were also pushed out of their 

communities against their will due to rising house prices and urban redevelopment, which 

bulldozed whole streets in some inner-urban suburbs.5 Over time, the inner suburbs became 

home to counterculturalists who were experimenting with new, progressive ways of living.   

These demographic shifts in the inner-urban space were occurring at the same time as 

momentous domestic and international cultural and political change. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

many young people were questioning the values of their parents, who grew up in a post-war 

period where home ownership, material consumption and marriage were portrayed as the path 

to a happy and fulfilling life.6 The Vietnam war, in which Australia was involved from 1962 to 

1975, was seen by many of its critics as representative of authoritarian, greedy and violent 

Western values. Thus anti-war protest brought to the surface an array of criticisms of Western 

culture — particularly the ways in which the Western way of life promotes consumerism, 

capitalism, individualism, and psychological repression.7 The Cold War also fuelled these 

criticisms. It prompted many to fear worldwide nuclear disaster and the imminent collapse of 

Western society and inspired them to question the assumptions of their upbringing.8  

These criticisms had an effect on the ways in which numerous young people wanted to 

live. Many had been brought up in the suburbs and as adults desired a world entirely different 

to that of their upbringing. They might have been inspired to question the assumptions of their 

upbringing by hearing about countercultures and political movements from overseas — they 

may have heard about the hippies of Haight Ashbury and the 1969 countercultural Woodstock 

                                                 
3 Andy May, “Ideas from Australian Cities: Relocating Urban and Suburban History,” Australian Economic History 
Review 49, no. 1 (2009): 70-86. 
4 I.H Burnley, “Immigrant Absorption in the Australian City, 1947-1971,” The International Migration Review 9, no. 
3 (1975): 319-333. 
5 Renate Howe, David Nichols and Graeme Davison eds., Trendyville: The Battle for Australia’s Inner Cities (Clayton, 
Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2014), 22. 
6 Michelle Arrow, Friday on our minds: Popular culture in Australia since 1945 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2009), 19. 
7 John Murphy, A Harvest of Fear: A history of Australia’s Vietnam War (St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen and Unwin, 
2003), 219-237.  
8 Val Noone, interview with Molly Mckew, June 20, 2017, Fitzroy, Victoria; Sarah Davies, interview with Molly 
Mckew, July 4, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria. 
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music festival on television, radio, or in print media.9 They might have been aware of the hubs 

of countercultural activity emerging in Melbourne’s inner-urban space and been drawn to it for 

its progressive politics and sheer difference from the outer-suburbs and from the lives of their 

parents. As historians Renate Howe, Graeme Davidson, and David Nichols argue, the inner-

urban “trendies” (reflecting the slang of the day) were “responding to perhaps the most 

profound generational change in twentieth century history.”10  

In these inner-urban spaces, counterculturalists enacted a day-to-day progressive politics: 

communal sharehouses became more common and grassroots activist and community groups, 

arts organisations and political movements were founded. Counterculturalists could embrace a 

lifestyle of hedonism and casual romance or sex. They could find cultural and socio-economic 

diversity, population density, a more public culture, and a more spontaneous and libertarian 

way of life that rejected many of the moral strictures of earlier decades.  

The research questions that drive my project are: What drew counterculturalists to the 

inner suburbs in the mid-1960s to the late 1970s? How were countercultural communities 

cultivated in the inner-urban space, and how were they different to mainstream Australian 

culture? In what ways did these new lifestyles and ways of living enact a critique of 

conventional lifestyles at the time? How did these countercultures shape how the inner-urban 

space is experienced now, and what were their broader societal impacts?  

This thesis argues that between 1965 and 1980, a counterculture emerged in Melbourne’s 

inner-urban space where a range of critiques of post-war conservatism were embodied by 

counterculturalists in the ways in which they lived. These progressive ways of living undermined 

post-war conservatism and dominant, Western values in a number of ways. Although not all of 

the hopes and dreams of counterculuturalists were realised, this lifestyle and set of values has 

profoundly shaped the inner-urban space and fostered a progressive, urban culture that has 

become part of an Australian urban identity since.   

  

                                                 
9 For example, many countercultural publications that critiqued Australian politics and society became available in 
the late 1960s and the early 1970s, such as Digger magazine (1972-1975), The Living Daylights (1973-1974), High 
Times (1971-1972), Revolution (1970-1971), and Oz magazine (1963-1969).   
10 Howe, Nichols and Davison eds., Trendyville, xii. 
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Defining the counterculture 

 

In the following chapters, I use the terms “counterculture”, “alternative community”, 

“alternative lifestyle” and “countercultural community”. “Countercultures” is a term used to 

refer to the progressive international and domestic cultural and political movements that 

emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, and “alternative community” or “countercultural community” 

to describe dense hubs of countercultural activity, for example the progressive milieus that 

emerged in Carlton, Fitzroy and Prahran in Melbourne. “Counterculture” brings together 

numerous and diverse cultural and political projects which involve diverse groups of people. In 

the following chapters, I provide some historical background and context for the emergence of 

the counterculture in Australia and internationally and discuss some of its various projects and 

aims. However, for the purposes of this introduction, the following paragraphs will work 

towards outlining my own definition of the term and the parameters of my research. 

In this thesis, the term “countercultural communities” refers to the groups of people who 

conducted progressive political and cultural experiments and projects between 1965 and 1980. 

It refers to movements during this period which railed against conservative politics and ways of 

living. The counterculturalists of my research critiqued the Vietnam war, capitalism, 

materialism, mass-production, moral puritanism, narrow and fixed gender roles, careerism, and 

authoritarian institutions. Counterculturalists often aimed to wrest control from the state and 

from big institutions — the emergence of grassroots organisations, for example, community 

health centres, legal centres, independent arts collectives, or food cooperatives was a result of 

this. The counterculture often critiqued individualism and experimented with new ways of 

creating community outside of the nuclear family/individual home-ownership model — hence 

the emergence of rural and urban collectives and communities of interlinked sharehouses.  

Many scholars have developed definitions of the counterculture. Theodore Roszak used 

the term in his 1969 book about post-war youth protest movements in the United States, The 

Making of a Counterculture. Roszak argued that counterculturalists were driven by an aversion 

to what he calls the “technocracy”, reacting against the “sluggish and consensus-driven and 

coalition politics of their middle class elders”, where lifestyle choices are driven by the advice of 
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experts.11 Counterculturalists wanted to transform society so it would cater to a more messy 

“humanity”, argued Roszak, and wanted to revolutionise more than the cultural and political 

landscape, but our deepest psyche: “it strikes beyond ideology to the level of consciousness, 

seeking to transform our deepest sense of self, the other, the environment”.12  

American sociologist Philip Slater understood the counterculture similarly. In his 1976 

book, The Pursuit of Loneliness, Slater argued that counterculturalists were reacting against an 

established order that gave “preference to property rights over personal rights, technological 

requirements over human needs, competition over cooperation, violence over sexuality, 

concentration over distribution, the product over the consumer, means over ends, secrecy over 

openness, social forms over personal expression, striving over gratification, oedipal love over 

communal love”.13  

In the Australian context, sociologist Peter Cock describes the counterculture as a 

movement that sought authenticity, individuality and self-actualisation in the face of “the 

erosion of individuality by the increasing dependence on large public and private 

corporations.”14 Counterculturalists were seeking power over the means of production and 

freedom from the pursuit of material affluence and materialism. They believed that “money 

was the symbol of the meaninglessness of the Corporate State and its false sense of wealth and 

security”.15 They felt, says Cock, that they “were given little opportunity to choose how they 

lived and worked. The availability of space, time, trees and air was also determined by 

others.”16  

Historian Margaret Munro Clarke’s history of rural communes in Australia outlines some 

broader characteristics of the counterculture. Though it should be kept in mind that her 

definition was skewed towards those who lived in rural communes, my research reveals similar 

sentiments amongst urban-based counterculturalists. Clarke’s definition incorporates the 

following:  

                                                 
11 Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter-Culture (New York: Anchor Books, 1969), 19. 
12 ibid., 49.  
13 Philip Slater, The Pursuit of Loneliness: American Culture at Breaking Point (Boston: Beacon Press, 1976), 100. 
14 Peter Cock, Alternative Australia: Communities of the future (Melbourne: Quartet Books, 1979), 228. 
15 ibid., 222. 
16 ibid., 18. 
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 i) an anti-scientific and anti-rational mood ii) opposition to technocracy iii) a concern to 

maximise the control retained by individuals over various domains of their lives iv) an 

anti-repressive, Dionysian impulse v) a concern for bodily health and good functioning 

vi) an environmentalist – more especially, an ‘ecological’ – outlook. vii) a desire to 

restore the sense that there is some realm of reality which is sacred or mysterious, 

which transcends ordinary categories.17 

 

The definition of “counterculture” that I have adopted in this thesis is broad and 

encompasses many of the characteristics identified above. There are many different 

motivations, activities, subcultures and ideologies that can be understood to be part of the 

counterculture. As Australian journalist Craig McGregor stated in 1975, it is doubtful that there 

is a “single, identifiable [counter]culture. It seems more likely […] that there are a number of 

alternative cultures and that these are sometimes more opposed to each other than the 

established culture”.18 My use of the term “counterculture” encompasses many different, and 

by some understandings, competing, strands of progressive politics, movements and interests.  

I am including hippy and new-age cultures in my understanding of countercultural. This 

is despite the fact that “hippies”, particularly those who had “dropped out” to live rurally, were 

often criticised for being apolitical, naive and self-indulgent and for failing to enact an effective 

progressive politics. In a 1974 editorial in the Australian countercultural publication The Living 

Daylights, editor Richard Neville writes that he does not have time for “ethereal utopians,” who 

“cut completely adrift…. Searchers for a freer alternative have an obligation to pit their dreams 

against the grim realities of the everyday.”19 Scholars Elissa Auther and Adam Lerner describe 

the conflict between hippies and far-left intellectuals: “there is a division between leftists and 

hippies over how to best foment social change. The conflict between polticos and freaks, to use 

the parlance of the day, was over different forms of politics. Leftists dismissed cultural 

                                                 
17 Margaret Munro Clarke, Communes in rural Australia: the movement since 1970 (Marrickville, N.S.W.: 
Southwood Press, 1986), 101. 
18 Craig McGregor, “What Counter-Culture”, Meanjin 34, no. 1 (1975): 40-44. 
19 Richard Neville, “Editorial”, The Living Daylights 2, no. 8 (1974).  



 7 

radicalism because the leftist understanding of radical change was restricted to conventional 

forms of political protest.”20 This division arose time and time again in my research, where 

some interview subjects would reject the label “hippy” or “countercultural”, clearly keen to 

illustrate their political sincerity or distance themselves from being understood as self-indulgent 

or hedonistic.  

But these different edges of the counterculture can be seen to be doing similar work. As 

theorist Julie Stephens argues (paraphrased by Authur and Lerner): “the activist and the hippie 

were both engaged in forms of cultural-political activity… the counterculturalists were 

participating in new forms of cultural-political address that involved embracing utopianism, 

rejecting the hierarchy within collectives and between artist and audience, and promoting the 

illegibility or irrationality of public spectacles, performances and other organised communal 

encounters”.21 These different strands of the counterculture came together as a movement by 

the early to mid 1970s. Some interview subjects noted how the progressive counterculture had 

changed over time, with activism and far-left intellectualism becoming part of a more broadly 

understood countercultural lifestyle by this time.22 The anti-war activism and far-left 

intellectual thinking that was driven by critiques of capitalism, the Vietnam war, and Western 

imperialism had morphed into a counterculture driven by leisure, a desire for psychological 

freedom, self-knowledge, and a more vague sense of liberty from the strictures of Western 

society.  

Along these lines, I have utilised a broad definition of the term “counterculture”, 

encompassing disparate ideas about how to challenge conservatism and create a more 

progressive, freer and fairer society. What linked the disparate strands of the counterculture 

was a shared critique of Western conservatism and a desire to create a new society; where one 

could express individuality, enjoy freedom to choose one’s own life path, one that was 

                                                 
20 Elissa Auther and Adam Lerner, West of Center: Art and the Counterculture Experiment in America, 1965-1977 
(Published in cooperation with the Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2012), xx. 
21 Auther and Lerner, xxii in a discussion of Julie Stephens, Anti-Disciplinary Protest: Sixties Radicalism and Post-
Modernism (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  
22 Daniel Newton, interview with Molly Mckew, May 31, 2018, Ascot Vale, Victoria; Dawn Jackson, interview with 
Molly Mckew, May 16, 2017, Castlemaine, Victoria. 
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community-oriented, and where citizens have control over their own lives rather than being 

ruled by authoritarian structures. At both ends of the spectrum there was a strong emphasis on 

community as an antidote to the problems of Western modernity. As David Nichols and Hanna 

Lewi argue, in the 1970s, community “resurface[d] as a counter concept to the modern state 

that is increasingly seen as alienating and remote”.23 

Below, I list some characteristics of the counterculture that I used to guide my reading 

and interviewing. I used these themes during interviews to prompt conversation and have used 

them to structure my chapters.  

 

● Attracted to collectives and communal experiences; 

● Participates in political protest; 

● Questions the nuclear family and heteronormativity; 

● Questions or opposes capitalism; 

● Interested in a diversity of cultures and histories; 

● Attempts to explore emotions, intuition, and self-expression; 

● Questions Judeo-Christian institutions, has an interest in alternative or eastern 

spirituality; 

● Desires unique or artisanal products over mass-production; 

● Desires speaking openly about and exploring sexuality and bodies; 

● Embraces creativity and self-knowledge;  

● Embraces psychological liberation through play, leisure, hedonism, and/or self-

reflection; and 

● Attracted to self-sufficiency and a DIY ethos; 

 

Urban communes and collectives were a key feature of Melbourne’s inner-urban 

countercultural communities and have stood out in my research as a significant form of 

countercultural expression. I discuss urban communes and collectives at several points in the 

following chapters. Communes and collectives were usually based on principles of democracy 

                                                 
23 David Nichols and Hanna Lewi, Community: Building Modern Australia (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2010), 10. 
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and consensus and sought equality between all members. Margaret Munro Clarke’s definition 

of a commune is “a settlement formed by a group of people who are not all from the one family 

or kinship group, and who have come together voluntarily in order to share some or other 

deliberately chosen patterns of living.”24 Peter Cock defines a commune as “an alternative 

community where people have chosen to live closely with, care for, and share with each other. 

It is seen as an alternative family”.25  

Urban communes often had similar values and principles to rural communes, but usually 

had a more transient population. As in rural communes, money and resources were often 

shared and the intention was to create a type of alternative family. In the following chapters I 

will refer to domestic arrangements where money, time or labour were pooled and there was a 

collective and intentional political consciousness as “urban collectives”. Other houses had 

looser communal arrangements, where some money was pooled and some meals were shared, 

but there was more freedom and less structure. These houses were often intentionally 

communal and loving, however because resources were not pooled I will refer to them simply 

as “sharehouses”.  

 

                                                 
24 Munro Clarke, Communes in Rural Australia: the Movement Since 1970, 11. 
25 Cock, Alternative Australia, 1. 
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Figure 0.2. Map of inner-Melbourne, from a 1966 street atlas. Brunswick can be found one suburb to the north of 

Parkville, Carlton, and Fitzroy, at the top of the map. Phraran can be found one suburb to the south of South Yarra, 
which you can see at the bottom of the map. [Source: Melway street directory of greater Melbourne (Toorak, Vic.: 

Melway Pub, 1966)] 

 
 
Scope of research  
 
To answer my research questions, I have utilised primary and secondary materials that focus 

specifically on the inner-urban suburbs of Melbourne from 1965 to 1980, and materials that 

provide broader historical context for the cultural shifts that precipitated these changes. I have 

made the decision to focus on the 15 years between 1965 and 1980 because this period 

encompasses the beginnings and height of the countercultural movement in Australia. The 

counterculture emerged from the far-left intellectual movements and anti-war activism that 

came out of university communities in the early-to-mid 1960s, and by the 1970s grew to 

encompass intersecting movements and interests, such as women’s and gay liberation, 
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Aboriginal rights, new-age spirituality, and grassroots and avant-garde arts. It was in many ways 

informed and inspired by international countercultures, especially those that emerged in the 

San Francisco area in the mid to late 1960s, and far-left, Marxist intellectual movements. Key 

countercultural values were articulated at the Aquarius festival held in New South Wales in 

1973, which has often been understood in scholarship as the defining event in Australia’s 

countercultural history.26 The late 1960s and early 1970s were also witness to a wave of rural 

communes that captured several key countercultural ideals, such as a resistance to authority, a 

DIY ethos, and communitarian values. Though many characteristics of the counterculture can 

be traced to earlier communities — for example the Eltham art communes of the 1930s and 

1940s, the Sydney Push of the 1950s and 1960s, or the urban bohemian communities of the 

late 19th century in Melbourne and Sydney – I have taken 1965 as the beginning of the 

countercultural movement I am focusing on in this thesis.27 

The mid-1960s also marked the beginnings of an increasing liberalisation of modes of 

dress and behaviour. Donald Horne points to the sixties as a period of the liberalisation of 

society when “many saw themselves as witnessing a great drama, the final challenge to 

puritanism and the whole genteel tradition.”28 References to the “sixties” often come laden 

with mythologies about drastic cultural change and the dawning of a new, permissive society. 

Shirleene Robinson and Julie Ustinoff argue in their book The 1960s in Australia that it was one 

of the most “socially volatile decades experienced by Western societies in the 20th century”.29 

In their edited book about Melbourne in the 1960s, Tanja Luckins and Seamus O’Hanlon point 

to some of the defining moments of the decade, such as when the Beatles visited Australia in 

1964, when English model Jean Shrimpton wore a miniskirt to the races in 1965, and when the 

                                                 
26 Rob Garbutt, “Introduction,” M/C journal of media and culture 17, no. 6 (2014). http://journal.media-
culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/issue/view/counterculture; Rob Garbutt, “Aquarius and beyond: thinking 
through the counterculture,” M/C Journal of media and culture 17, no. 6 (2014). http://journal.media-
culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/911. 
27 Jenny Mitchell, “Bohemia in Eltham,” Meanjin 64, no. 1 (2005): 77-85; Jenny Teichman, “Jorgensen of 
Monsalvat: The Eltham Artists’ Commune,” Quadrant (1985): 26-29; Tony Moore, Dancing with Empty Pockets: 
Australia's Bohemians Since 1860 (Miller’s Point, N.S.W.: Allen and Unwin, 2012). 
28 Donald Horne, Time of Hope: Australia 1966-1972 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1980), 13. 
29 Shirleene Robinson and Julie Ustinoff, eds., The 1960s in Australia: People, Power, Politics (Newcastle upon Tyne, 
U.K.: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), x. 
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end of 6pm closing arrived in pubs in 1966.30 In 1963, Richard Neville began to publish the 

controversial Oz magazine, which captured much of the politics and lifestyle of 

counterculturalists. Oz was described in its very first issue as a “real epigram of depravity.”31 

Though it was not the only project of the counterculture, rebelling against oppressive standards 

of behaviour was an important way in which counterculturalists critiqued conservatism.  

I am using 1980 at the end-point for my research into the counterculture. Many point to 

the end of Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam war in 1973 as when political radicalism 

started to tail off — it meant much of the seeming urgency of cultural and political agitation 

had dissipated. Further, as the left-wing Whitlam government, elected in 1972, began to 

enshrine some progressive ideals in policy, furthering support for single mothers and expanding 

public health care systems, the urgency of left-wing political and countercultural activism began 

to drift away.32 It was also felt by many that women’s liberation and the sexual revolution had 

done its work, with the mainstream women’s magazine Cleo asking in 1983 whether Australians 

had tired of sexual experimentation and freedom and whether casual sex was “in trouble”.33  

The end of the 1970s also brought with it a shift in the culture and lifestyles of 

Melbourne’s countercultural hubs, signified by the emergence of punk in the late 1970s.34 The 

punk sensibility that began to dominate Melbourne’s independent music scene in the late 

1970s signified the arrival of an anti-authoritarianism that somewhat left behind the hopeful 

political sensibilities of the countercultures that emerged in the 1960s — encapsulated by the 

protest-driven acoustic folk music that was popular in the 1960s and early 1970s.35 The time 

period I have chosen is by no means definitive and I do not wish to claim that the 

counterculture began and ceased at exact times — “counterculture” is a broad concept, 

                                                 
30 Tanja Luckins and Seamus O’Hanlon, eds., Go! Melbourne in the Sixties (Beaconsfield, Vic.: Circa, 2005), xviii. 
31 Oz 1, April 1963 
32 Many of the 1970s reforms instigated by Whitlam are discussed in Jenny Hocking ed., Making modern Australia: 
the Whitlam government's 21st century agenda (Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2017), and in 
Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: the personal, political and making of modern Australia (New South Wales: New 
South Books, 2019). 
33 Frank Bongiorno, The Eighties: The decade that transformed Australia (Collingwood, Vic.: Black Inc, 2015), 191. 
34 Ian McFarlane, “Lethal Weapons — 1978 and Melbourne Punk,” Third Stone Press (blog), 2007. 
https://www.thirdstonepress.com.au/archive-blog/2018/5/1/lethal-weapons-1978-and-melbourne-punk. 
35 Kathy Sport, “Below the Belt and Bleeding Fingertips,” Australian Feminist Studies 22, no. 53 (2007): 343-360. 
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countercultures bleed into one another, and radical experiments were still happening still in the 

1980s.36 However, I do believe that the fifteen years between 1965 and 1980 encompasses the 

groundswell and height of this countercultural period, capturing some significant cultural shifts 

that still shape lives and places today.  

The suburbs included in the scope of this thesis are those that became home to 

counterculturalists between 1965 and 1980, such as Carlton, Fitzroy, and Prahran. I excluded 

suburbs that are either further than 5km from the city centre or lacked countercultural 

characteristics as outlined above, such as being home to activist collectives, arts collectives, 

communal and collective living arrangements, or venues and businesses catering to the 

counterculture. The counterculture was not exclusive to the inner suburbs — for example there 

was countercultural activity, such as communal houses, in Caulfield and Clayton in the 1970s 

because of their proximity to Monash University. However in the interests of narrowing my 

scope, this project focuses on the suburbs of Fitzroy, Carlton, Collingwood, Prahran and St Kilda 

(see figure 0.2 for a map of these spaces). 

 

Literature Review  
 
My work ties together multiple bodies of research and grounds existing historical research in a 

particular space. There is significant scholarship about the political movements of the 1960s 

and 1970s, alternative and communal movements and societies, and urban gentrification 

(which I explore below); but they have not often been brought together with a focus on one 

bounded space. In this project, I critically explore these disparate areas of scholarship by taking 

the countercultural communities of the 1960s and 1970s as my subject. The inner-urban spaces 

                                                 
36 Some of these are detailed in chapter 7 “New Pleasures, New Dangers”, in Bongiorno, The Eighties, 191-226; and 
in Sophie Robinson, “The New Lesbian Sexual Revolution’: Lesbian Sex Radicals in Sydney during the 1980s and 
1990s,” Australian Historical Studies 49, no. 4 (2018): 441-456. 
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and countercultural communities that are the focus of my research are, in different ways, part 

of scholarship across a number of disciplines. My research is situated within academic literature 

on history, sociology, politics, pop culture and youth cultures, feminist history, and urban 

history. In this section, I will expand on each of these five broad fields to identify the key ideas 

and developments which are significant for this thesis. 

  

1.  History of the counterculture (history & sociology) 

2.  Political activism (history) 

3.  Cultural life & popular culture (history and cultural studies) 

4.  Feminist history and women’s history (history) 

5.  Urban history - gentrification & suburbia  (history/urban studies) 

 

This thesis sits within a body of domestic and international literature on the post-war 

counterculture. The 1960s and 1970s witnessed massive cultural changes in Western cities, as 

well as a growth in the number of communal back-to-the-land movements. These rural 

communes emerged in the late 1960s in the United States and then spread to other parts of the 

world (with some continuing to exist in various forms today).37 International scholarship, 

particularly from the United States, is useful in understanding the cultural factors that led to the 

emergence of the counterculture in Western countries and in unpacking the psychological 

characteristics of counterculturalists.38 Research on the counterculture in the U.S. has tended 

to focus on activist histories and radical politics, but is increasingly exploring the broader 

lifestyle and cultural influences left by the counterculture.39 Historian David Farber has 

                                                 
37 Mark Matthews, Droppers: America’s First Hippie Commune, Drop City (OK., U.S.A.: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2010); Chris Coates, Communes Britannica: A history of communal living in Britain: 1939–2000 (London: 
Digger and Dreamers, 2012); Richard Fairfield, The Modern Utopian: Alternative Communities of the '60s and '70s 
(London: Process publishing, 2010); David Pepper, Communes and Green Vision: Counterculture, Lifestyle and the 
New Age (London: Green Print, 1991); Andrew Rigby, Communes in Britain (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1974); Yaacov, Globalisation of Communes: 1950 – 2010. 
38 Roszak, The Making of a Counter-Culture; Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Commitment and Community: Communes and 
Uptopias in Sociological Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972). 
39 Zoe Corbyn, “The long summer of love: historians get hip to the lasting influences of '60s counterculture,” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, September 3, 2017. https://www.chronicle.com/article/The-Long-Summer-of-
Love/241051. 
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extensively examined how the lifestyles pioneered by the U.S countercultures have filtered into 

the next generation.40 In 2002, an academic collection on the counterculture in the U.S, 

Imagine Nation: The American Counterculture of the 1960s and ‘70s, was published.41 Other 

work in the U.S context has looked at how the values and projects of the counterculture have 

become influential in the ways in which the mainstream population now live.42 I have examined 

this international research as a useful comparison to how the counterculture emerged in 

Australia, and following Farber’s research in the U.S. context, has come to shape the fabric of 

everyday lives.  

Sociologist Peter Cock’s Alternative Australia: Communities of the future is a key 

Australian text on the history of Australian alternative living movements, rural and urban. Cock 

provides a comprehensive examination of the emergence of communal living and alternative 

movements in Australia, based on his own sociological research and on his experiences 

founding a cooperative on the outskirts of Melbourne.43 Other scholarship on rural communal 

living in Australia, much of which focuses on the communes that appeared around Nimbin in 

N.S.W. after the 1973 Aquarius Festival, has been useful in providing context for my research 

and for exploring the ideologies and psychological leanings of counterculturalists.44 My thesis 

                                                 
40 David Farber, In the Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 1994); David Farber, 
“Craft, Beauty, and Community in the American Counterculture, 1964–1978,” Pacific Historical Review 85, no. 3 
(2016): 408-421.  
41 Michael William Doyle and Peter Braunstein, eds., Imagine nation: The American Counterculture of the 1960s 
and ‘70s (New York: Routledge, 2002). 
42 i.e David Kaiser and Patrick W. McCray, eds., Groovy Science: Knowledge, Innovation, and American 
Counterculture (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016); Judy Kutulas, After Aquarius Dawned: How the 
Revolutions of the Sixties Became the Popular Culture of the Seventies (Chapel Hill, U.S.A.: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2017); Joshua Clark Davis, From Head Shops to Whole Foods: The Rise and Fall of Activist 
Entrepreneurs (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017). 
43 Cock, Alternative Australia. 
44 Bill Metcalf, “Single-sex, secular intentional communities in Australia,” Communal Societies 32, no. 2 (2012): 146-
178; Bill Metcalf, “Alice River: Queensland’s first commune,” Queensland History Journal 22, no. 5 (2014): 357- 
374; Bill Metcalf, “The manor family: Australia’s oldest urban commune,” Journal of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society 100, no. 2 (2014): 194-212; Bill Metcalf and Elizabeth Huf, Herrnhut: Australia's First Utopian Commune 
(Carlton, Vic.: University of Melbourne Press, 2002); Bill Metcalf ed., From Utopian Dreaming to Communal Reality: 
Cooperative lifestyles in Australia (N.S.W., University of N.S.W. Press, 1995); Munro Clarke, Communes in Rural 
Australia: the Movement since 1970; John Page, “Counterculture, Property, Place, and Time: Nimbin, 1973,” M/C 
Journal: A journal of media and culture 17, no. 6 (2014). http://journal.media-
culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/900; Jeni Kendell and Paul Tait, Nearly Normal Nimbin (Nimbin, 
N.S.W.: Gaia Films, 1995); Alethea Scantlebury, “Black Fellas and Rainbow Fellas: Convergence of Cultures at the 
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fills a gap in the research, showing how the countercultural movement manifested in the urban 

as well as the rural space, and how they were intertwined  – the rural and urban movements 

shared many aims and values, and counterculturalists often moved between them. 

 Another body of historical scholarship relevant to this project is work on the domestic 

policies and cultural shifts that shaped Australian society after World War Two, such as the rise 

of tertiary education, shifts in technology and consumption, and the growth of suburban 

living.45 I add to this scholarship an historical perspective that emphasises place as an important 

factor in how these shifts played out in Australian cities. 

There is also significant historical scholarship on student politics and activism in the 1960s 

and 1970s that I draw on in this thesis. Much of this body of literature focuses on specific eras, 

political projects, or places. Histories of universities show the significant role that the thriving 

university communities of the late 1960s and 1970s, particularly the left-wing activism that was 

occurring there, had in the emergence of the counterculture.46 Work that looks at specific 

political or activist movements in this era, including Indigenous activism and civil rights, gay 

liberation and anti-nuclear and peace movements, show how these movements intersected 

with one another and related to those overseas.47 The work of historian Sean Scalmer 

demonstrates how radical protest and labour movements in Australia became part of the swell 

of societal dissent at the time.48 I build on this scholarship on post-World War Two activism by 

showing how activism did not exist in isolation – but fed and was intertwined with the inner-

                                                 
Aquarius Arts and Lifestyle Festival, Nimbin, 1973,” M/C: A journal of media and culture 17, no. 6 (2014). 
http://journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/923.  
45 Simon Marginson, Educating Australia: Government, economy and citizen since 1960 (Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997); John Murphy, Imagining the Fifties: Private Sentiment and Political Culture in 
Menzies’ Australia (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2000); Michelle Arrow, Friday on our Minds: Popular Culture in Australia 
since 1945 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2009); Tanja Luckins, “Gentrification and Cosmopolitan Leisure in Inner-urban 
Melbourne, Australia, 1960s–1970s,” Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 265-275; Donald Horne, Time of 
Hope: Australia 1966–1972. 
46 Graeme Davison and Kate Murphy, University Unlimited: The Monash Story (Crow’s Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 
2012). 
47 Jennifer Clark, Aborigines and Activism: Race and the coming of the sixties to Australia (Crawley, W.A.: University 
of Western Australia, 2008); Graham Willett, Living out Loud: a history of gay and lesbian activism in Australia (St 
Leonard’s, N.S.W.: Allen and Unwin, 2000); Jon Piccini, Transnational Protest, Australia and the 1960s: Global 
Radical (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016). 
48 Sean Scalmer, “I, Diarist: Examining Australian Politics from the ‘Inside’,” Australian Journal of Politics and 
History 55, no. 2 (2009): 170-189; Sean Scalmer, Ghandi in the West: Mahatma and the rise of radical protest 
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  

https://www.findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/individual/publication133628
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urban counterculture, one of many activities that were part of a progressive, countercultural 

lifestyle.  

My research also bridges the gap between research on global post-war countercultures 

and inner-urban artistic subcultures. The countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s that I focus on 

in this thesis were building on a tradition of inner-urban bohemianism in Australia, which can 

be traced to the end of the 19th century in Melbourne and Sydney. The idea of “bohemia” was 

first articulated by Henri Murger in Paris in the late 1840s, referring to “any nomadic or 

vagabond character with strong hints of poverty”.49 Like the counterculturalists of the 1960s 

and 1970s, Melbourne’s bohemians of the late 1800s were disillusioned with Western values 

like consumerism and capitalism. Tony Moore, author of Dancing with Empty Pockets: An 

Australian History of Bohemianism, argues that bohemianism was “a response to capitalist 

modernity and the accelerating industrial revolution in the West – a romantic strategy for 

dealing with the intrusion of market relations into the making of culture.”50  

These inner-urban bohemians, like their countercultural counterparts, were motivated 

by self-expression and the arts, valued a worldly, cosmopolitan outlook, tested societal 

convention and moral strictures, and enjoyed unstructured and sometimes financially unstable 

lifestyles. The way in which both of these groups disparaged the suburbs and desired the 

diversity and “grit” of the inner-urban space reveals their common desire to challenge the 

conservatism which was imagined to exist in the suburbs.51 An examination of the lifestyles of 

bohemians in the late 19th century reveals how the counterculturalists of my research were 

drawing on an existing urban-based libertarian bohemianism to create an inner-urban lifestyle 

that incorporated the far-left student politics and progressive cultural shifts of the post-World 

War Two period.  

                                                 
49 Tony Moore, Dancing with Empty Pockets: Australia's Bohemians Since 1860, 1.  
50 ibid, 2.  
51 Leigh Astbury, “Cash buyers welcome: Australian artists and bohemianism in the 1890s,” Journal of Australian 
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Research that has been conducted into popular culture, the arts, and youth subcultures 

has shown how youth cultures and popular cultural movements intersected with progressive 

countercultures. Blackburn’s edited volume, Breaking Out: Memories of Melbourne in the 

1970s, provides a useful account of grassroots organisations that were formed in this period, 

such as community schools, childcare centres, and gay and lesbian activist and feminist groups. 

Similarly, Luckins and O’Hanlon’s collection looks at various grassroots organisations in 

Melbourne such as alternative theatre companies, music venues, and alternative press.52 

Research about artistic movements, for example, the Australian Performers Group and the 

associated La Mama theatre, or the work of photographers such as Carol Jerrems and Rennie 

Ellis, also show how progressive countercultures and the arts influenced one another.53 I take 

these local and organisational histories and place them in the context of broader cultural and 

demographic shifts, demonstrating how countercultural values and politics played out on a 

local, everyday way, shaping the changing inner-urban space.  

Another body of work that has been key to my research is women’s history and feminist 

scholarship from Australia and overseas. In the following chapters I utilise some key Australian 

feminist histories to look at how feminist thought influenced countercultural politics and the 

inner-urban lifestyle.54 Because of the focus on place in this thesis, I paid particular attention to 

historical scholarship about how women experienced suburban living and the nuclear family, 

both in Australia and overseas, and the ways in which feminists attempted to reimagine family, 

motherhood, and community in the inner-urban space. Work on feminism and motherhood by 

historians Sheila Rowbotham, Sophie Robinson and Isobelle Barrett Meyering all look at the 
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dilemmas of being both a mother and a feminist in this era.55 Although motherhood was often 

understood as oppressive in the 1960s and 1970s, recent research has complicated perceptions 

of stay at home motherhood in this era.56 More recently, Rebecca Jennings has been exploring 

how lesbian separatist communities in the 1970s and 1980s aimed to counter problematic 

aspects of the nuclear family structure.57  

Further scholarship on gender and sexuality that I draw on heavily in this thesis is Michelle 

Arrow’s recent text, The Seventies: The personal, the political and the making of modern 

Australia. Arrow’s book examines debates about gender and sexuality throughout the 1970s, 

looking at how these public debates helped to break down the division between public and 

private in this decade.58 My work builds on this feminist scholarship by looking in detail at the 

ways in which everyday, domestic patterns of living were interrogated by countercultural 

feminists through various experiments (for example, communal housing or cooperative 

childcare), creating new ways of thinking about gender, family, and community in the inner-

urban space.  

Because my research focuses on a specific space – specifically, the inner-urban suburbs 

of Carlton, Fitzroy, Collingwood, Prahran, and St Kilda – I utilise work from urban history which 

examines the demographic shifts that occurred in these spaces in the 1960s and 1970s.59 At the 
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time, Australian urban planning scholars were greatly influenced by Jane Jacobs’ polemic The 

Life and Death of Great American Cities (1966), an American text which took a very critical 

stance on the planning of American cities and suburbs in the 1960s, and by Robyn Boyd’s The 

Australian Ugliness (1960), which laid out several criticisms of the Australian built 

environment.60 Many scholars, planners, and residents echoed these critiques and questioned 

the liveability of Australian suburbs while advocating for the preservation of the cultural 

heritage of inner-urban spaces. This preservation movement is examined in detail in 

Trendyville, by Renate Howe, David Nichols and Graeme Davison, who look at the gentrification 

of inner suburban Melbourne and Sydney and the movements to save inner-city heritage from 

government planning.61 Further work looks at the ways in which these middle-class inner-urban 

residents displaced pre-existing residents, such as working-class, migrant, or Indigenous 

populations.62  

I build on existing work on inner-urban demographic change by examining the role that 

broader political and cultural struggles between a conservative and progressive Australia played 

in these shifts – emphasising the role that countercultural communities played in the process of 

inner-urban change. I explore how the inner-urban space came to be valued because it signified 

a progressive culture for those who lived there. There has been significant work on “suburbia” 

as a construct and ideology, but not so much work on the way in which the inner suburbs are 

constructed and remembered and what they mean in cultural discourse.63 My research utilises 

existing urban histories to examine how the inner-urban space was historically constructed 

during the 1960s and 1970s as a particular space with particular meaning. 
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Another body of work I have drawn from is scholarship from cultural studies that 

examines the idea of suburbia in Australia, looking at how it has been conceptualised in 

opposition to the inner-urban space. Often this space is coded as “alternative”, “cultured”, or 

“diverse” in opposition to perceived suburban “blandness” or “homogeneity”. David Nichols 

examines contemporary depictions of suburbia, looking at how suburbia has been cast as a 

cultural wasteland in media discourse. Nichols argues that “there is a broad assumption 

amongst people in the inner city that the rest of the country has little going for it culturally, 

creatively or intellectually” and that these assumptions say more about how those critics like to 

think about themselves than about the realities of suburban life.64 Other work looks at the 

history of suburbia, examining its origins, its ideologies, its critics, its defendants, and how ideas 

about suburbia play out in cultural discourse.65 Other work on suburbia focuses on the ways it 

has been depicted in film, books and television.66 This work provides a useful framework with 

which to discuss the ideas, feelings and assumptions expressed by the subjects of my research 

about the meaning of suburbia and the allure of the inner-urban space.  

My research demonstrates the ways in which criticisms of suburbia and an embrace of 

the inner-urban space were motivated by genuine and positive attempts at societal 

transformation, which were tied up with international countercultural movements and social 

change. Too often, scholarship on gentrification and demographic change in the inner-urban 

space focuses on the superficial aspects of these shifts, depicting the gentrifiers colonising the 

space with a desire to be “trendy” and cosmopolitan. However, my research suggests that this 

wave of post-war gentrification emerged from a genuine desire to be around other individuals 

who questioned the values of post-war suburban modernity (or at least were perceived as 

doing so) as part of the huge cultural shifts of the 1960s and 1970s. I argue that these 

demographic changes in the inner-urban space were tied up with international cultural and 

political change and tap into a deep disillusionment with Western modernity. I extend this 
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scholarship on urban change and gentrification with a firm historical basis, examining how it 

played out in a particular place and at a particular time. 

 

Methodology  
 
To examine Melbourne’s countercultural communities, I have utilised primary and secondary 

sources and incorporated them into chapters, which are organised thematically. Novels, 

memoirs, diaries, films, photography and music from the era, for example, the novels of Helen 

Garner, Garner’s recently published diaries from the late 1970s, the films of Richard 

Lowenstein, and memoirs such as Jane Clifton’s The Address Book, provide a deeper picture of 

the lives of people who lived through this era, and are used to interrogate my secondary 

sources.67 The photographs of Carol Jerrems and Rennie Ellis provide an insight into the 

everyday lives and intimate spaces of the countercultures of Melbourne from people who lived 

within them. Because discourses and discussions of the counterculture are still circulating on 

the internet and on social media, often fuelled by counterculturalists themselves reflecting on 

this era, I have also used blogs, websites, and Facebook groups to locate information and 

reflections on Melbourne’s countercultures.  

I also examine magazines and periodicals that were circulating in this period, focusing on 

publications that counterculturalists were reading and publishing in. I attempted to find 

publications that covered general events and news while maintaining a countercultural editorial 

direction. As the demographic under study included left-wing radicals and activism, I examined 

the Australian Left Review, published between 1966 and 1993 by the Communist Party of 

Australia, and other far-left inspired publications that covered a broad range of topics and 

events from a left-wing perspective. I also included university publications such as Farrago in 

my primary sources, as they were published by university unions which were at the time places 

of political agitation that fed the counterculture. Other publications such as The Living Daylights 
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(1973-1974), Digger (1972-1975), High Times (1971-1972), and the Australian Oz magazine 

(1963-1969) explicitly defined themselves as countercultural. These publications were often 

intertwined with university communities, but were not officially affiliated. 

I also conducted twenty-one oral history interviews, which make up a large and original 

component of my primary research. I utilised a variety of methods to find interviewees. To find 

people who were part of the counterculture, I started by looking for people who were involved 

in one or more of the following: political protest movements, independent/grassroots arts, 

collective living, new-age or spiritual communities, grassroots organisations, other collectives, 

or experimentations with sexuality and the nuclear family, and identified themselves as being 

part of the counterculture. Further, they had to have lived in the inner-urban spaces identified 

above at some point between 1965 and the end of the 1970s.  

I also identified potential interviewees through reading primary sources and taking note 

of authors or key figures. For example, I contacted one interviewee after reading a 1974 article 

she had written for the Melbourne University student union magazine Farrago; another 

interviewee authored an essay about being part of a group of artists based in Carlton in the 

mid-1970s; and I contacted two others after reading about alternative organisations they had 

founded during the 1970s. Some were identified with the help of my supervisors and others 

were identified through a snowball method, with interviewees putting me in touch with a 

former lover or housemate. I pursued a diverse interview cohort; attempting to balance gender, 

class background, and cultural background as I proceeded. However, I did find that the majority 

of my participants were middle-class and most were of Anglo-Celtic heritage. The majority were 

brought up in the middle-to-outer suburbs of an Australian city, with only four growing up in a 

rural area. Though I did aim to capture a diverse interview base, these similarities are, perhaps, 

indicative of the types of people who were drawn to the countercultural lifestyle, the people 

interested in reflecting on it, and of my recruitment method.  

The interviews were semi-structured. To prepare, I compiled a list of questions and 

themes to keep in mind throughout the interview. Usually, I began the interview by asking the 

subject when they moved to the inner-urban space and when they began to see themselves as 

countercultural. Other questions included queries about their upbringing, what their parents 
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thought about their lifestyle, and questions about everyday life in the counterculture, including 

what they ate and drank, their romantic and sexual relationships, and their feelings about 

political issues at the time, such as women’s liberation or the Vietnam war (see appendix no. 2 

for a full list of questions). The interviews would usually last for one and a half to two hours and 

I recorded and transcribed each interview in its entirety. To analyse the interviews, I referred to 

written notes that captured the main themes of the meeting. I then conducted a thematic 

analysis of the interview transcription, focusing on the parts of the interview that mapped onto 

my criteria for the counterculture, outlined above. The themes and subjects that arose in 

interviews were then divided into five chapters. I have used pseudonyms for all but three 

interviewees – in these cases anonymity was not possible because I have referenced public, 

published material written by them.  

I have utilised oral history interviews as a key primary source. In using them in this way, I 

am not measuring them against fixed standards of accuracy but interrogating them as narrative 

sources and as opportunities to uncover histories of the counterculture that may not be 

represented in existing scholarship. Oral history has often been used to write about those who 

have been excluded from power. This is part of a broader international shift in historiography, a 

way of doing history that saw “a growing fascination not only with the disadvantaged masses, 

but also with marginalised minorities and “niche” identities”.68 Although the subjects of my 

research were largely middle-class and thus likely had access to power and representation, it is 

possible that their countercultural ideas were not represented in mainstream written material; 

or, if they were, they may have been simplified or dismissed as a niche countercultural or 

“hippy” voice. There were also problematic power dynamics within the counterculture that 

would have privileged certain voices and dismissed others, for example, power relationships 

that provide space to men but not women in written publications. Oral history also allows a 

level of subjectivity and feeling into historical research, looking beyond the facts of what 

happened when to the subjective experiences and emotions that made up the counterculture. I 
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hope, through utilising oral history, to capture a broad range of voices with which to build a 

complex history of these countercultural communities.  

There are however, issues that must be kept in mind when utilising oral history as a 

methodology. The subjectivity of both the researcher and the interviewee, and the way in 

which the interview is “a process of discovery” for both, has been increasingly acknowledged in 

oral history research. The researcher brings with them their own positioning with regards to 

race, gender, cultural background, religion, age, and politics.69 As Valerie Yow notes, “the 

interviewer must look critically at his or her feelings about the narrator or group of narrators, as 

feelings have affected the questioning process and topics for publication”.70 Some things I 

aimed to be aware of when speaking to my subjects were the role my status as a relatively 

young woman played in the interview and the extent to which my interest in the counterculture 

would be interpreted as me positioning myself as a political ally. These factors might have 

affected what information was included or excluded throughout the interview.  

Further, I attempted to be aware of the ways in which the past is filtered through the 

present in interviews – to what extent might interview subjects underplay or overplay their past 

commitment to countercultural politics based on their current circumstances? For example, 

one interviewee who lived in her own brand new inner-urban apartment told me that as part of 

her progressive politics, she once thought property was theft and never wanted to own her 

own house. She suggested that this ideological position was a result of youthful naivety and 

ignorance about the pragmatic demands of adult life. However, might she have explained the 

politics around home ownership with more respect for her position as a young 

counterculturalist if she had never purchased property and was still living in collective homes?71  

Conversely, there are dangers in identifying someone as part of a group that it is 

presumed that I, the researcher, deem important. It might prompt the interviewee to 

mythologise or exaggerate the events of the past and speak from a collective memory rather 

than recalling their subjective experiences. As Linda Shopes and Paula Hamilton argue in their 
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collection Oral History and Public Memories, interviews can often be used to “promote or 

celebrate a common identity – that is to say, a sense of community – within a particular social 

group… interviews, often invoking loss, thus become acts of cultural survival”.72 Further, many 

oral historians have pointed to the existence of a “reminiscence bump”, a phenomenon where 

middle-aged or elderly people tend to remember identity-forming events from their youth (10-

30 years of age) more vividly — thus privileging those memories and perhaps neglecting later 

events that might be relevant.73 I kept these concerns in mind when interviewing; ensuring I 

was aware of the mythologies of the past that I might bring to the interview, and at the same 

time being aware of the possibility that interviewees may use the opportunity to conjure a 

particular image of their personal history and identity. 

Further, I hope by utilising oral histories from a range of individuals, that my project will 

draw out some new or neglected aspects of the counterculture that will reshape or challenge 

mythologised aspects of the past. As Hamilton and Darian-Smith write, “the collaborative act of 

interviewing can often be the point of intersection between memory and history, a contested 

terrain, frequently the knife edge of tension between the two”.74 This era of the counterculture 

has been much mythologised in media and in the public imagination; as historians Robin 

Gerster and Jan Bassett argue in their work on Australia in the 1960s, “most discussions of the 

1960s, whatever their earnest historiographical intentions, are contrived exercises in myth 

making”, depicting a cliched 1960s lifestyle and disallowing any diversity or nuance.75 The 

construction of a smooth historical narrative or myth, Paula Hamilton and Kate Darian-Smith 

argue in their book History and Memory in 20th Century Australia, is how “historical events are 

rendered emotionally comprehensible and memorable”.76 The history of the counterculture has 

been represented in popular culture in ways that allow us to collectively remember and 
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understand it – and I hope that my oral history research will both add to and contest these 

understandings.  

 

Chapter outlines  
 
In chapter one I will set the scene for my research by providing background on the post-war 

period and the idea of suburbia in the Australian context. I will examine the domestic policies 

that underlay the promotion of the suburban way of life in the 1940s and 1950s and show how 

this was intertwined with an idealised nuclear family formation, as well as with capitalism and 

consumption. I will then move on to look at critiques of suburbia, which were often invoked by 

my interviewees and in my primary research on the era. I show how the lifestyles pioneered by 

counterculturalists in the inner-urban space can be read as a rejection of the suburban ideal, 

and by extension, several central aspects of Western modernity. 

Chapter two will provide historical and geographical context for the spaces in which my 

fieldwork has taken place. In this chapter, I will focus on the inner-urban countercultural hubs 

of Carlton, Fitzroy, Collingwood, St Kilda and Prahran, examining the changes that occurred 

there throughout the 1960s and 1970s. At this time, these suburbs shifted from being home to 

a majority migrant and working-class population to being increasingly occupied by young 

university students and counterculturalists. I will describe and map the spaces in which the 

counterculture flourished, looking at the venues they frequented and the shops and businesses 

that emerged to cater to them – with a focus on how the spaces looked and felt.  

In chapter three I go deeper into my primary research and unpack the lifestyles of the 

inner-urban counterculturalists of my research. Here, I look at the ways in which they resisted 

and undermined conservatism through patterns of lifestyle and consumption. I examine the 

venues they frequented, the food they ate, and their relationship to money and to work. I 

unpack the ways in which their pursuit of play, creativity and leisure can be interpreted as a 

resistance to a more conservative way of life and how their day-to-day decisions were tied up 

with a progressive, countercultural politics.  

In chapter four I look at the sharehousing cultures, cooperatives, and collectives that 

emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. I examine the emergence of sharehousing and the different 
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types of sharehouses that arose in this era, discussing unstructured sharehouses as well as 

more structured, politically motivated, collective houses. I then examine the cooperatives and 

collectives that were founded in the inner-urban countercultural milieu, looking at how housing 

collectives, arts collectives, and community schools encapsulated some key countercultural 

ideals. Finally, I tie together my primary research on the shared houses of the countercultures 

and grassroots collectives and cooperatives with a focus on the ways in which 

counterculturalists pursued the ideal of community.  

In chapter five I focus on gender, sexuality, and the nuclear family, looking at the ways in 

which counterculturalists resisted the conservative nuclear family model and 

heteronormativity. I examine feminist arguments against the nuclear family and look at how 

these were put into practice by inner-urban counterculturalists. I examine how communal living 

in particular was significant for women and furthered women’s independence and freedom 

from narrow and confining gender roles. I also look at the ways in which counterculturalists 

resisted monogamy and heteronormativity in the inner-urban space, examining the gay and 

lesbian politics and activism and experiments with polyamory that were occurring in the inner-

urban suburbs.  

In chapter six, l step into the present day and examine the legacy left by the 

counterculture. What countercultural values were carried into the future and how did they 

shape the inner-urban space? The counterculturalists of the 1960s and 1970s laid the 

groundwork for subsequent generations to pursue a particular way of life in Melbourne’s inner-

urban suburbs. I argue that although the inner-urban lifestyle has been commodified as it has 

become more popular, these spaces and this lifestyle still incorporate many of the progressive 

ideals articulated by the counterculturalists of the 1960s and 1970s.  
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Chapter 1: Leaving Suburbia 
 
Skyhooks are one of the most well-known Australian rock bands of the 1970s. They released 

energised and tongue-in-cheek songs that explored familiar Melbournian stereotypes, often 

making explicit references to particular suburbs and places. In their song Balwyn Callin’, the 

narrator warns a friend away from the disastrous fate of a “brick veneer prison” in the middle-

class suburb of Balwyn after the friend starts to date a girl who lives there. The suburb of 

Balwyn is deployed here as a caricature of suburbia, a suburb that for many people remains 

synonymous with “boring”.1 In this song, Balwyn represents a conventional life trajectory 

featuring home ownership, children and career — somewhere the discerning Skyhooks listener 

– particularly a listener afraid of domestic entrapment – would loathe to end up. The track taps 

into a heavily circulated stereotype of suburbia as a boring, uncreative and conventional trap, a 

place often feared by those who perceive themselves as creatively driven and politically 

progressive. In the 1960s and 1970s, many counterculturalists expressed a disdain for life in the 

suburbs because it was tied up with an array of values and pursuits that were antithetical to the 

countercultural lifestyle.  

Building on this Skyhooks example, this chapter constructs a critical history of suburbia 

and the kinds of ideas circulating about it in opposition to inner-urban space. After looking at 

the history and foundational ideologies of the growth of suburbia, I utilise interviews and 

primary sources to examine the lifestyle cultivated by counterculturalists in the inner-urban 

suburbs between 1965 and 1980 and how it countered perceived outer-suburban ills. In doing 

this, I examine the inner-urban suburbs not just as a place, but as a lifestyle and ideology, as 

scholars before me have done with the place and concept of “suburbia”.  
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Figure 1.1. Rosalie Quaife sitting on the bonnet of her boyfriends car in North Balwyn, collecting furniture from her 
family home to move to Carlton, 1978. [Source: Museum Victoria, “Digital Photograph - Woman Sitting on Bonnet 

of Renault Car, Balwyn North, 1978” accessed  April 10, 2018. 
https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1689057] 

 

Where did suburbia come from?  
 
The rise of suburbia is often associated with the period following the Second World War, where 

a renewed push for suburban living was spearheaded by the conservative Menzies government, 

in place from 1949 to 1966. At this time, Australia was riding a wave of post-war affluence, 

enjoying the political stability of a long-running government that promised citizens protection 

against the perceived threat of communism in an atmosphere of fear driven by the Cold War. 

Menzies actively promoted the expansion of suburban living as the population grew in size and 
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the suburbs of Australian capital cities expanded.2 The idealised suburban lifestyle was 

gendered, featuring a male breadwinner with a wife at home caring for the house and children. 

It was promoted to women and men alike by government, media and marketing.3 Owning your 

own home became a key marker of middle-class respectability and responsible citizenship.  

Although the ideals of suburbia are most commonly associated with the post-war 

period, suburbia has been a significant part of the Australian landscape since the 1880s.4 The 

suburban ideal can be traced to the very beginnings of colonisation, when Governor Arthur 

Philip, in planning Australia’s first city, Sydney, decreed that the space should be “laid out in 

such a manner as to afford free circulation of air, and where the houses are built … the land will 

be granted with a clause that will prevent more than one house being built on the allotment.”5 

Australia at this time was imagined largely as a rural nation, and the cities were a landing place, 

a machine that kept industry and economics ticking over. The hard-working bush pioneer was 

embraced as the archetype of Australianness. Artistic production such as painting, poetry and 

literature drew on the figure of the bushman as evocative of a distinctive, adventurous and 

hardy Australian spirit.6 The city was disparaged as unhealthy, crowded, and uncivilised. In his 

1888 poem “Faces in the Street” Henry Lawson referred to the “sallow, sunken faces” of the 

city dweller.7  

Although the bush pioneer stood strong as the idealised Australian character, the suburbs 

in the capital cities were increasingly seen in a positive light, viewed as places where one could 

pursue a civil, clean and respectable middle-class lifestyle. In the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, the cities of Melbourne and Sydney were home to a growing majority of 

Australians. The gold rush that occurred from the mid-nineteenth century resulted in increasing 

wealth and Australians began to move to cities to access new job opportunities. The suburbs 
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were populated rapidly – in the 1880s, already around 70% of Melburnians lived in suburbs.8 

Australian suburbia was vast compared to its international counterparts: in 1891 Melbourne 

covered the same ground as London even though it hosted the equivalent of only one eighth of 

London’s population.9  

Owning your own home was increasingly seen as something to aspire to. In the early 

1920s, a land developer, TM Bourke, commissioned the short film Eight Pence a Day, intended 

to promote the values of home ownership to the public.10 Sydney town planner JD Fitzgerald 

stated in 1914 that planning suburbs “is nothing less than to create conditions which will 

produce a higher type of human being… in his physical, mental and moral attributes; in his 

capacity for creating wealth; and in his power to control his own destiny and enhance his own 

wealth and happiness.”11 Australia still existed in the British imaginary as a wild, uncivilised 

place, and fictional accounts of the “general drunkenness and immorality of the settlements” 

were popular in England.12 Livable cities were therefore, as Brendan Gleeson argues, “a sign of 

progress that the new colonies were keen to erect.”13  

After the Second World War, a renewed push for suburbia occurred. The postwar era 

witnessed the idealisation of home and family, where a home of your own, away from the 

messiness of cities, the working world, and politics, was something to which Australian citizens 

were supposed to aspire. In a 1942 speech, Prime Minister Menzies endorsed the instinct 

“which induces us to have one little piece of earth with a house and a garden which is ours, to 

which we can withdraw, in which we can be among friends, into which no stranger may come 

against our will.”14 Suburbia was seen at the time, argues Tony Dingle, to be “physically, 

economically, morally and psychologically” a “superior environment for living” because it 

“generated self-respect, contentment and responsible citizenship”.15  
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It was thus not only a place but a space that came to symbolise moral order. Maintaining 

your home and garden was a way of showcasing your middle-class respectability. Archivist, 

curator and scholar Eddie Butler-Bowden shows that lawn maintenance in this era, for example, 

“had a moral function, acting as a mask or certificate that proclaims the inhabitants' adherence 

to social norms.”16 The churches played a key role in promoting middle-class morality in these 

spaces. Religious leaders ensured a strong presence in the growing suburbs and church 

membership began to rise in the late 1950s following a recruitment campaign. This had an 

effect on public life and the availability of entertainment and leisure options — the Camberwell 

council, for example, prohibited sport on Sundays.17 In many suburbs there were limited 

options for nightlife. Balwyn, for example, was part of a dry zone that was established in 1920 

and it was only in 2012 that restaurants in this area began to be granted liquor licenses by the 

local council — with the condition that they be approved by local residents.18  

The lifestyles encouraged by the suburban ideal underscored a societal drift towards 

individualism and aspirational consumption of material goods. Prime Minister Menzies, as 

David Nichols and Hannah Lewi point out, “presided paternalistically over a nation far more 

individualistic and aspirational than that of his predecessors.”19 By 1954, 63% of Australians 

owned their homes, up from 45% in 1947.20 Many built houses themselves using purchased 

building plans, often waiting lengthy periods of time for materials or improvising in the face of 

materials shortages.  

Car ownership had also risen dramatically in the post-war period: there were 854,000 

registered vehicles at the end of the war, rising to 4.3 million by the end of 1968.21 Cars allowed 

families to drive to newly built suburban shopping malls where they could purchase goods for 
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the family home. Melbourne’s first suburban drive-in shopping mall Chadstone, in Melbourne’s 

eastern suburbs, was built in 1960, and Northland in Melbourne’s northern suburbs opened in 

1966.22 In the 1950s and 1960s, sales of appliances and products such as television sets, 

washing machines, and fridges also rose. Television sets became a standard feature of most 

homes by the late 1960s. Four percent of households in Melbourne had a television when 

mainstream free-to-air broadcasts began to air in 1956, growing to 90% by 1965.23 This was a 

huge change from the generation before – as historian Tony Dingle remarks, “families were 

now filling their homes with a range of consumer goods [which had been] unknown to their 

parents.”24  

Suburbia spoke of an increasingly strident sense of individualism, a “private eden” that 

was an escape from the messy world of crowded and more diverse, cosmopolitan cities. In this 

era, consumerism and individualism was well and truly inserted into the landscape as 

Australians created their ideal home environment — figure 1.2 depicts John Woods, a migrant 

from the U.K., standing proudly next to his new car in 1957, in the driveway of his home in West 

Preston.  
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Figure 1.2. John Woods standing next to a blue 1953 Holden Sedan car, his first car purchased 

on 31 December, 1957, photographed in West Preston, before moving to Lalor [Source: Museum 

Victoria, “Digital Photograph - John Woods & First Car, West Preston, Dec 1957,” accessed April 

15, 2019. https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/2002099] 

 

The division between the public and private spheres was key to the ideology of suburbia 

— and this division was gendered. The public sphere was perceived as a space for debate, 

politics and scientific pursuit, and was occupied by men, whereas women occupied the realm of 

the emotional and domestic, the private sphere. Historian Aiden Davison argues that suburbia 

“embodied the Enlightenment’s founding principle that reason and emotion belonged to 

separate orders of existence. They helped fracture everyday life into public and private realms 

in which applied fundamentally different motivations of behaviour, modes of thought and 

moral codes.”25 Moreover, the “bourgeois containment of women and children in suburbs”, he 

argues, established the centrality of the “closed” heterosexual nuclear family.26  

The emergence of suburbia can be seen as a physical articulation of some of the key 

ideologies of Western modernity – capitalism, consumerism, careerism and gendered life 
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trajectories. For counterculturalists, its physical space seemed to encapsulate many of the 

problematic aspects of Australian post-war conservatism and seemed to be antithetical to 

progressive politics. In the next section I will examine how these counterculturalists, like many 

intellectuals and critics before them, critiqued suburbia on various counts, contrasting it with 

the more desirable and seemingly progressive inner-urban space.  

 

Critiques of suburbia  
 
Existing criticisms of suburbia were revived in the 1960s and 1970s as a new counterculture 

emerged in the inner-urban space. Although many residents moved to these inner suburbs for 

the cheap rent and proximity to universities and leisure activities, many were attracted to the 

inner suburbs because a lifestyle could be found there that contrasted with that available in 

suburbia. Counterculturalists were drawn to the inner suburbs for their excitement, diversity, 

density and artistic possibility — they were what suburbia was not.  

Though not all counterculturalists had a conservative, suburban upbringing, many had, 

and were desperate to live lives different from their parents. The attraction to the inner-urban 

space was an articulation of a deeply-felt generation gap. As historians Robin Gerster and Jan 

Bassett argue, many young people in the 1960s were highly critical of the lives of their parents 

and articulated a “preference for an inner-city, bohemian environment, or at the other extreme 

a bucolic retreat, over the suburban limbo in which many of them grew up.”27 One of my 

interviewees, James, said of the way he and his peers thought about suburbia, “most people, 

including myself, would have been aghast at the concept.” He later reflected that despite this 

youthful aversion to the idea, most of his peers ended up living in outer suburbs later in their 

lives.28 The excitement with which many young people embarked on a new, independent life 

can be seen in figure 1.1 above, depicting Rosalie Quaife departing her family home in North 

Balwyn to create a new home in Carlton. 
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Anti-suburban sentiment was not new. The inner-urban counterculturalists of the 1960s 

and 1970s echoed criticisms of suburbia that had been made by the inner-urban bohemians of 

the late 1800s and early 1900s, who contrasted the “cosmopolitan inner-city with dreadful 

suburban dullness.”29 This anti-suburban sentiment was summed up in the writing of Australian 

intellectual Louis Esson, who wrote in 1912 that “the suburban home is a blasphemy. It denies 

life. Young men it would save from wine, and young women from love. But love and wine are 

eternal verities. They are moral. The suburban home is deplorably immoral.”30 

The 1960s and 1970s was a period in which a distinct, inner-urban way of life was 

developed, and the seeming contrast between the inner and outer suburbs in Australian 

cultural discourse was heightened. The majority of the counterculturalists I interviewed were 

born in the mid-to-late 1940s or in the 1950s, and were brought up in the middle to outer 

suburbs, two in Perth, one in Sydney, one in Auckland, and the majority in Melbourne. Only two 

of my interviewees were brought up in the inner-urban space — one only partially, moving 

there when she was a teenager.31 Most expressed disdain for the ideals of suburbia, and if they 

did grow up there, said that they were excited to have left. Many were seeking to define 

themselves independently from their families and spoke about their parents’ lifestyles 

somewhat negatively. James, who lived in Carlton in the late 1960s and later founded an 

environmentally sustainable housing cooperative, said of the inner suburbs that they 

represented “just a totally crazy unlimited possibility of the future. We don’t want to be locked 

into something that’s already been done. That’s our parents and crikey, you don’t want to be as 

boring as anybody that’s over 30. Let alone 40 or 50!”32 Another interviewee, Laila, said of her 

peers at the time: “We all pretended we didn't have parents. We were just sort of formed from 

nowhere. You didn’t go home for the weekend … it wasn't uncommon for people to not have 

anything to do with their parents once they left home.”33 Most pursued financial independence 
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from family through receiving the unemployment allowance (colloquially called the dole), a 

studentship or scholarship for their studies, or by working. 

These counterculturalists had a strong desire to break free of the conservative 

expectations of their upbringing. Gina grew up in Caulfield in “a typically middle-class 

environment” and moved to Carlton in 1965, when she was 17, to study at the University of 

Melbourne. She says “I was a creative child ... my parents were very rigid, [it was] their way or 

the highway, so I couldn't wait to get out of home.”34 Mary grew up in an affluent inner suburb 

and went to an Anglican girls private school. She says that her parents were supportive of her 

but that she “tended to reject them as too conventional”. They were somewhat afraid that she 

would fall in with the “wrong people” when she moved into a shared home in Parkville to 

attend university. “My parents didn’t want me to go to art school because they thought I would 

run off with an artist and live in a garage, which is exactly what I did.”35 

Many young people were disillusioned with the conventional lifestyles of their parents 

because they seemed to be tied up with capitalism and materialism. For many 

counterculturalists, saving up for their own home and other expensive items, as their parents 

had done, was simply not important – perhaps a reflection of the anti-futurity of youth as well 

as their countercultural politics. Dawn says of her sharehouses in the 1970s that “we were very 

anti-private property... probably foolishly so, because we should have bought houses earlier!... 

people who were interested in making money, you just totally disrespected.”36 In her memoir, 

singer and actress Jane Clifton expressed a similar sentiment, describing how experiencing day-

to-day life in her neighbourhood was more important to her than buying material goods. “We 

didn’t garden or renovate or make plans to own our own homes…. We didn’t own whitegoods 

or cars – where did we need to drive? Everything we needed could be found within the grid of 

Queensberry, Drummond, Elgin and Swanston Streets.”37 

Another criticism of suburbia proffered by its detractors was its supposed blandness, lack 

of excitement, and cultural emptiness. This characterisation of the suburbs as “boring” was 
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played upon by the bohemians of the 1950s, who, as Tony Moore shows in his history of 

bohemianism in Australia, made a political point of pursuing “play and the dionysian pursuit of 

pleasure” in the inner city as a counterpoint to the puritanism of the suburbs.38 Suburbia’s 

simple minded inhabitants were imagined to be uncultured and only interested in consumer 

goods, superficial relationships, and bad television. Allan Ashbolt railed against suburbia in a 

1966 Meanjin article. All the male suburbanite needs, he said, is: “A block of land, a brick 

veneer, and the motor-mower beside him in the wilderness — what more does he want to 

sustain him, except a Holden to polish, a beer with the boys, marital sex on Saturday nights, a 

few furtive adulteries, [and] an occasional gamble on the horses or the lottery?”39 

This caricature of suburbia also circulated in mainstream culture in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Comedian Barry Humphries’ most famous character Dame Edna Everage, a housewife from 

Moonee Ponds, satirised the perceived blandness and vapidity of suburbia. Humphries was 

brought up by conservative parents in the eastern suburb of Camberwell (adjoining Balwyn), 

and thus was intimate with the deep conservatism that could be found there. As cultural critic 

Ian Britain says of his work, “no-one has been more zealous than Humphries in charting the 

boringness and sterility of Australian life in the fifties.”40 “He,” (as Humphries called suburbia) 

Humphries recalled, “came to represent not merely my parents’ generation, but respectability 

Itself. He represented punctuality, industry, courtesy, thrift, temperance, niceness. I despised 

him.”41  

Discourses of suburbia as boring and bland were prominent in memoirs and magazines 

from the 1960s and 1970s and were a recurring theme in oral history interviews. Reflecting on 

the reasons for founding his own alternative community in the outskirts of Melbourne, 

sociologist Peter Cock expressed a disdain for the sterility of suburbia. He described how his 

desire to pursue an alternative way of living stemmed from his dislike of the stiffness of his 

suburban upbringing, where relationships “were formal and not spontaneous”.42 One of my 
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interviewees, Dawn, articulated a frustration with the seeming intellectual complacency of her 

parents, who raised her in a suburb in Melbourne’s outer south: “They were just so 

conventional. I mean they had no ideas about social injustice for instance…. I thought their lives 

were tedious. My father had a few interests in music, but my mother, nothing… she didn't have 

ideas. No ideas.”43 

Similarly, June, who moved to Carlton in the early 1970s with her first husband, said she 

liked the suburb because of the way the community seemed to value diversity and difference. 

“You felt part of something that wasn't the standard Australian suburban you know, 

conservative thing because of the variety of people, the different kinds of food, the students — 

lots of students coming and going — different kinds of people.”44 

 A 1974 Living Daylights article by Dany Humphries titled “There’s no jail like home” 

charted the drawbacks of suburban life, saying “sitting in suburbia it’s hard to feel passionate 

about anything much except the traffic noise and the astronomical cost of cat food.”45 Suburbia 

was seen as a dreaded fate for complacent people who possessed little imagination when it 

came to their futures. An column in the Melbourne University magazine Farrago also railed 

against the perceived bland life trajectories of their fellow students: “Most students at 

Melbourne University are quite content to sit around on their fat scholarship grants, reading 

their boring books, engaging in lots of misdirected mental activity and preparing themselves for 

life in the shadow of the dead hand of suburbia.”46 

Many counterculturalists disliked suburbia because it was perceived that its inhabitants 

had not bothered to question the life trajectory prescribed to them by societal conditioning. In 

an article about the clearance of older working-class neighbourhoods in the inner city, activist 

and journalist Wendy Bacon paints a dystopian picture: “right across this vast continent there is 

a bleak sameness about our lifestyles and I have this paranoid picture of bloated plutocrat, 

replete with spats and top hat, somehow, somewhere, farming us.” Bacon emphasises the ways 

in which suburbia is tied up with other forms of Western conditioning, like schooling and 
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media: “Ticky tacky suburbia and pokey flats are the cultivation plots, mass media and plastic 

foods the artificial fertilisers, schools are both the greenhouses and the quality control.”47 

Suburbia was also criticised for its aesthetics, which were seen to embody a whole host of 

its problems. The landscape of suburbia was influenced by the dominant architectural style of 

the 1940s and 1950s, modernism, which entailed clean lines, functional shapes, minimal 

ornamentation, and a simple layout. The house, as the key practitioner of modernism, Le 

Corbusier theorised, should be “a machine for living in.”48 As houses were often built from a 

small pool of designs and were based on function, they often appeared uniform. The fast 

growing suburbs were also subject to rigorous regulation – for example dwellings often had to 

be a particular length back from the street (see figure 1.3, below).49 Thus, the lack of individual 

expression allowable by the nature of the dwellings meant that suburbia was perceived as 

lacking in humanity and creativity. Not only was its appearance seemingly bland compared to 

older, more ornamental styles, but community amenities and the ever elusive community 

“character” could not keep up with its rapid growth in the post-war era. In 1968, the 

publication of the damning The Australian Ugliness by architect Robin Boyd painted the 

Australian city and its suburbia as a monstrosity: “It is as functional but as artistically heedless 

as an anthill … no matter how one photographs it, draws it, looks at it or describes it, it remains 

physically an awful mess.”50  
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Figure 1.3. Row of houses, Springvale, November 1959 [Source: Museum Victoria, “Negative - 

Row of Houses, Clareville, Springvale, Victoria, 12 Nov 1959,” accessed April 11, 2019. 

https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1980734] 

 

For many, suburbia was a place of affluence, comfort, and familial love – indeed, as Alan 

Gilbert argues, “suburbanites are criticised because they feel safe, and because their lives are 

comfortable.”51 But for many young people at the time, it entailed a life where one’s 

individuality, sense of play, freedom, and intellectualism was quashed in favour of meeting 

societal expectations and adhering to strict morals and formalities. This stood in contrast to the 

new experiences that could be found in the inner-urban space. 
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The changing inner suburbs: Who moved there, and what did 
they find?  
 

 
Figure 1.4. This 2019 map shows Melbourne’s northern and southern suburbs, with Clayton, home to 
Monash University, to the outer south-east, South Yarra and Prahran in the inner-south, and Carlton, 

Fitzroy and Collingwood in the inner-north. [Source: Melway Greater Melbourne Street Directory (Mount 
Waverley, Vic.: Melway Publishing Pty. Ltd, 2018)] 
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For students, artists, activists, or anyone interested in a countercultural lifestyle, Melbourne’s 

inner suburbs were the centre of activity — particularly Carlton from the mid-to-late 1960s and 

into the 1970s. By the mid-to-late 1970s, Brunswick Street in Fitzroy was becoming more 

popular with young students and counterculturalists. Chapel Street in Prahran and St Kilda were 

also popular, host to left-wing bookshops, communal houses, record shops, thrift shops, and 

nightlife. The lifestyles available there contrasted with the suburban ideal described above. 

These suburbs had a working-class heritage; they were culturally diverse, with visible Italian, 

Jewish and Greek communities; and they featured visible nightlife and grassroots and 

independent arts in abundance. The inner-urban space was also politically and intellectually 

active, with activist groups and political collectives meeting regularly. In this section, I will 

examine the changes that occurred in the inner-urban space during the 1960s and 1970s, and, 

using oral history interviews, I will explore some aspects of the inner-urban space that attracted 

a progressive, countercultural population. Although some of these characteristics could be 

found in the outer suburbs too, it was in the inner suburbs that these aspects were increasingly 

celebrated as part of their identity and character. 

The changes to the inner suburbs that occurred throughout the 1960s and 1970s were 

driven by demographic factors and cultural shifts. University attendance was rising and 

students needed accommodation outside of university-managed accommodation. Australian 

tertiary enrolments increased significantly from the 1940s, rising by 400% between 1947 and 

1968 as more government funding was directed toward tertiary education and the 

Commonwealth Scholarship Scheme widened tertiary study to a hitherto largely excluded 

working class.52 This investment in higher education continued into the 1970s. Between 1970 

and 1976, spending on higher education rose by a further 1.2 billion dollars and the 

government deliberately fostered interest in higher education, especially amongst working 

class families who may not have otherwise considered its benefits.53 

Young people attending university in this period may have developed an increasing sense 

of independence due to living away from home to go to university and many expressed a desire 
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to break financial ties with parents.54 A 1970 report by a University of Melbourne housing 

officer, Beth Robinson, found that more and more students were wanting to live with their 

peers in spaces where they could move and associate freely, rather than in supervised student 

accommodation. They were “far more independent and self-reliant” than their counterparts of 

the previous decade, she found.55 

University attendance introduced students to a wider world. As well as being exposed to 

new intellectual and creative ideas, it meant that students could meet people of diverse class 

and cultural backgrounds. Australian author Tim Winton reflects on this in an essay about his 

experiences at university in the 1970s. He said, “the campus of the 1970s was a circus. 

Everywhere you looked there was a performance, an inversion, a spectacle. It was liberating 

and surreal.” Winton emphasises how for many students, attending university meant meeting 

people from different backgrounds for the first time, experiences that could be transformative: 

“Imperious daughters of the gentry experimented with meekness. Rough-knuckled boys slowly 

came out as gay. Confused by all the costume and panto, some of us began shyly to ask one 

another about our backgrounds.”56 

Communities of student sharehouses began to emerge in the suburbs of Parkville, Carlton, 

North Melbourne and Fitzroy, near to the University of Melbourne, and in Windsor and Prahran 

in the inner-southern suburbs of Melbourne, which housed the progressive Prahran Technical 

College. Students at the University of Melbourne were in close proximity to the cultural 

diversity of the inner-urban suburbs of Carlton and Fitzroy — spaces in which numerous 

students both lived and socialised. These suburbs were home to a significant European migrant 

population, much of which had come to Australia after the Second World War. Prior to this, 

although there was some southern-European migration, Australia’s main migrant populations 

came from England and Ireland. A survey by the Fitzroy Historical Society reports that by 1954, 

12.2% of the Fitzroy population were born in Italy and 3.2% were born in Greece. In 1956 this 
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Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 256. 
56 Tim Winton, “Some thoughts about class in Australia: the C word,” The Monthly, December 2013. 
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had grown to 16.7% and 17.6% respectively.57 In the inner-northern suburbs as a whole, the 

Italian population grew hugely throughout the 1950s: in 1947 only 0.9% of the population of 

the six suburbs of North Melbourne, Carlton, North Carlton, Fitzroy, Collingwood, Richmond 

and Northcote were from Italy, but by 1961, 12% of the population of these suburbs were from 

Italy — 1 in 7 of all Italian-born people in Australia.58 Figure 1.6., below, depicts Edda Azzola 

and four other migrants on board the SS Castel Felice on their way from Italy to Australia in 

1955, where Edda lived in Carlton and Fitzroy and worked in the textiles industry.  

Around the same time, Fitzroy had become a visible and active Aboriginal hub. It was both 

a meeting space and a suburb in which many Indigenous people lived. By the 1950s, Fitzroy was 

home to a strong community of about 300 Indigenous people.59 In the 1960s, artist Lin Onus 

founded the Koori Club in Gertrude Street Fitzroy, an Aboriginal-only meeting space that 

operated for several years. By the 1970s, several services had been set up by and for Aboriginal 

people, such as the Aboriginal Legal Service and the Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (figure 

1.5 depicts a 1986 poster for the Victorian Aboriginal Health Service), both established in 1973, 

and the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency VACCA in 1977.60 

 

                                                 
57Allom Lovell & Associates, Fitzroy urban conservation study review: Report, planning guidelines and thematic 
history (Melbourne: Allom Lovell & Associates, 1992). 
58 F. Lancaster Jones, “Italians in the Carlton Area: The Growth of an Ethnic Concentration,” Australian Journal of 
Politics and History 10, no. 1 (1964): 83. 
59 Yarra City Council, “Aboriginal Yarra,” April 26, 2018, https://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/the-area/aboriginal-
yarra. 
60 Aboriginal History of Yarra, “Fitzroy Aboriginal Heritage Walking Trail,” April 26, 2018, 
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Figure 1.5. Poster for the Victorian Aboriginal Health Service, 1986. [Source: State Library of Victoria, 

“Victorian Aboriginal Health Service,’ accessed 12 April 2019. 

digital.slv.vic.gov.au/dtl_publish/compleximages/17/2237787.html] 

 

 
 Figure 1.6. Edda Azzola and four other migrants on board the SS Castel Felice on their way from Italy to Australia in 

1955. Edda and her husband lived in Carlton and Fitzroy, where she worked in textiles. [Source: Museum Victoria, 

“Digital Photograph - Edda Azzola on board the SS Castel Felice, 1955,” accessed April 8, 2019. 

https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1557288] 
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In memoirs, articles and interviews, counterculturalists described how they were 

attracted to the cultural diversity that could be found in the inner suburbs (I will explore this 

further in chapter 3). Gina, who moved to Carlton in the late 1960s when she was still a 

teenager, commented that she enjoyed living amongst migrant populations because of the 

community-minded way of life. “They were more friendly, they wanted to get to know 

Australians, and they were excited to find Australians who loved art or who loved music.” Gina 

noted the loneliness and dearth of community life that seemed to exist in the outer suburbs. 

“Now, in every suburb you have a coffee shop and things happening around there …  But then 

there was none … it was an island really.”61 Carlton and Fitzroy publicly celebrated their 

multicultural populations at the inaugural Festival of All Nations in 1972. Comedian Mary 

Keneally, who lived in Fitzroy, remembers “an authentic celebration of the multicultural nature 

of Fitzroy.””62  

The counterculturalists’ attraction to the new, exotic, or different extended to the 

working-class character of the inner suburbs. Counterculturalists who grew up in the 1950s and 

1960s did so in an environment when the inner suburbs were cast as problematic spaces that 

reproduced working-class populations that were an affront to middle-class morality. Fitzroy and 

Carlton were represented as unhygienic slums by press, government and planning officials. In 

1965, a Four Corners documentary investigating poverty in Australian cities said of children 

born in Fitzroy, “these children have been born in an abyss. Unless they have extraordinary 

drive and intelligence to get out, they’ll bring up their own children in the same 

environment.”63  

In 1965, whole residential blocks of terrace housing were being demolished in Carlton, 

Fitzroy and South Melbourne, and the creation of 22-story flats were underway in Carlton to 

provide housing for working-class populations (see figure 1.7).64 In the 1960s and early 1970s, 
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63 Tony Birch, “‘These children have been born in an abyss’: Slum photography in a Melbourne suburb,” Australian 
Historical Studies 123 (2004): 15.  
64 Renate Howe, David Nichols and Graeme Davison, eds., Trendyville: The Battle for Australia’s Inner Cities 
(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2014), 22. 
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residents of Carlton and Fitzroy campaigned against these reforms in order to preserve the 

heritage of these spaces, forming residents’ associations such as the Carlton Association, 

founded in 1968.65 These, usually new, residents of Carlton and Fitzroy, argue David Nichols, 

Renate Howe and Graeme Davison, “looked upon the city with new eyes, seeing beauty where 

earlier generations had seen only ugliness and squalor”.66 

 
Figure 1.7. Factories and houses being knocked down to make way for housing commission flats, 

1960s. [Photo: Carlton Community History Group, accessed April 9, 2018. 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/carltonhistory/photos/?ref=page_internal] 

 

                                                 
65 ibid, 41. 
66 ibid, 42. 
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Gina describes telling her mother about her plan to move to Fitzroy in 1970, when she 

was in her late teens: “When I told my mother and father and various people that I was moving 

to Fitzroy it was like [GASP] you are going to get raped when you go to the door and all this.” 

She later describes how early on in her tenancy a “little European guy” knocked on the door 

thinking it was a brothel — but this did not put her off the locale at all — rather, she recalled 

this detail with an amount of glee.67 Brushes with perceived danger felt rebellious, adding to 

the feeling that one was living in a new, exciting world.  

Several of my interviewees also remember feeling drawn to the inner suburbs because 

they were lively hubs for experiment and creativity. There was live music, theatre, avant-garde 

arts, and film screenings happening in these spaces, and shops and cafes were often open late. 

Gina remembers enjoying how the streets were alive with culture and leisure all the time: “you 

could go all night and end up at 5am in the morning and there was bakers… there’s a bakery 

and you go and get fresh bread… soak up the alcohol.”68 

Mary, an artist living in Carlton in the early 1970s, remembered the exploratory and 

experimental atmosphere she enjoyed at the time. “It was just fun. Everybody was exploring… 

There were interesting things going on at the Pram [Factory] and at the Paton gallery.” She 

remembered experimenting with clothing, recalling how her and her friends had become 

“trendsetters” at the time: “we used to wear these outrageous clothes and things …. I 

remember we started wearing two different patterns together. And the designers would come 

down to Carlton to see what those mad things around the Carlton scene were doing, what the 

trendsetters were doing.” This creative exploration, along with her artistic work, was tied up 

with the progressive ideologies she shared with her peers: “it was a time of learning and 

support … you felt as if you were contributing to something that was ideologically important.”69  

Other interviewees also emphasised how politics, ideology, and interpersonal debate was 

key to their enjoyment of the inner-urban space. Gina described how in Fitzroy she found peers 

who were “interested in politics, and sociology and philosophy, you know, who had broad 

interests … there would be a lot of interesting exchanges.” She emphasised how political 
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debate was part of the culture of the inner-urban space: “you could express an opinion and 

somebody could express the opposite opinion, but that didn’t mean you had to part.”70 

Her friend Hannah, who I interviewed at the same time, agreed. She said: “Fitzroy was the 

only place where people were really talking to each other! Where it was alright to talk to each 

other! Where people would say what’s wrong with you, you’re a bit excitable aren't you?” She 

contrasted this with the outer suburbs, saying that if you had a “culture hunger” in suburbia “it 

was just ‘calm down love.’” “There’s no cross-fertilisation of ideas in suburbia, that’s one thing 

that doesn’t exist. There’s no place for exchange of ideas,” she said.71 Margie Burnet, who 

opened a printmaking gallery on Brunswick Street in 1974, expressed a similar sentiment, 

emphasising the openness to ideas she found in Fitzroy: “It was a thing about Brunswick street 

at the time, people were very spontaneous and open to new ideas, prepared to change 

direction, give things a go.”72  

 

Conclusion: a new urban culture 
 

Michael Hyde, who was one of the most prominent activists in the Monash Labor club in the 

late 1960s, lived in Prahran at the time. In his memoir, he describes his move there:  

 

A number of friends had rented places of dubious quality on the same street, including 

one who had opened her own bookshop, Alice’s restaurant bookshop, which offered a 

banquet of left wing books, magazines and posters … there was always something 

bubbling on the stove, or if not they would venture up to the Hungarian restaurant 

three doors up to get stroganoff, goulash and schnitzel.73 
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Hyde’s description brings together several aspects of the inner-city lifestyle that attracted 

young people; an active political life, a sense of community, cultural diversity, and density. 

Counterculturalists’ embrace of the inner-urban suburbs and their narratives around the 

lifestyles that could be found there reveal the future-oriented, outward looking nature of the 

young people who were drawn to them. These young people were attracted to density and 

diversity, were open to experimentation, to questioning the status quo, and finding fulfilment 

through creativity, experiences and connections with others.  

They were sick of the “stuffy Anglo-centricity of prior generations,” represented by a 

seemingly conservative and backwards suburbia.74 The suburban way of life was imagined and 

experienced as homogenous and repressive of individuality, expression, public life, and 

experiment. The counterculturalists of my research were drawn to the inner suburbs for its 

sense of liberation from the past. For many, the inner-urban way of life was a clear departure, 

spatially and ideologically, from the lifestyles of their upbringing, from the ideology of suburbia, 

and from an array of problematic aspects of post-war social and political conservatism. In 

chapter two, I will look in more detail at how the inner-urban suburbs of Melbourne became 

home to a thriving countercultural community, mapping out key countercultural hubs and 

examining how the inner-urban space was experienced on a day-to-day, sensory level by 

countercultural populations.  
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Chapter 2: Mapping the spaces of the inner-urban 
counterculture  
  

The heterogeneity of the population is reflected in the visual appearance and street life 

of the city. Shops have signs in Greek, Italian and Serbo-Croat as well as in English. A few 

shops have Arabic signs. In the streets working-class Australian pensioners, in felt hats 

and carrying kit bags, stand out amidst the peasant scarves of migrant women and the 

trendy imitations worn in similar style by women of the middle-class. 

 

Description of Clifton Hill, in R.F.I Smith, “Collingwood, Wren leftovers and political change: 

Aspects of local level politics in the 1970s,” Labour History 30 (1976).1 

 

What exactly did a “countercultural” or “alternative” lifestyle look and feel like in the 1960s and 

1970s and how did it become part of the inner-urban space in this period? The quote that 

begins this chapter, from a 1976 sociological study, describes the coming together of different 

cultures and classes in the inner-northern suburb of Clifton Hill (to the north of Fitzroy) that had 

occurred throughout the decade. Smith’s description captures the way in which the working-

class and migrant cultures of the inner-urban suburbs were embraced by a largely middle-class 

counterculture and how the visual appearance and street life of the spaces began to change as 

a result.  

The inner-urban streetscape – the way the streets looked and felt – played an important 

role in the emergence of the counterculture. Often, it was new and different sensory 

experiences that counterculturalists desired when moving to the inner-urban space, such as 

tasting new foods, having new, stimulating conversations, or watching original live music. In 

1963, poet Chris Wallace-Crabbe described how the migrant presence in the inner suburbs was 

changing Melbourne: “the city’s traditionally cold heart is surrounded by the ebb and flow of 
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Mediterranean life.”2 Here, the migrant presence is seen to “warm” and enliven the previously 

quiet city.  

As discussed in chapter one, many interviewees contrasted the liveliness of the inner-

urban suburbs with the outer suburbs of their upbringing, emphasising the dearth of 

community activity, stimulating conversation, and the predictability of the food there. Many 

spoke about a “buzz” or a “spark” in the air in inner-urban spaces, noting the naive wonder 

they felt when entering them. Renting a house from an Italian or Greek migrant, as many young 

people did, meeting or living with people from all walks of life, having interesting and vivid 

conversations, living in busy and social houses, trying new foods, and participating in avant-

garde arts seemed an exciting and progressive way of life.  

The countercultural way of life entailed an excitement for “cosmopolitan” experiences in 

the inner-urban space and exploration beyond the cultures of one’s own upbringing. The 

newness of Italian and other European cuisine was often invoked by interviewees as a sensory 

experience that was part of a progressive journey on both a personal and societal level. This 

was part of the development of a type of post-war cosmopolitanism that was strongly linked to 

food and urban spaces.3 Though there is a significant body of scholarship on various aspects of 

Melbourne’s inner-urban space — on its migrant histories, its working-class histories, and youth 

cultures — few scholars have looked at post-war countercultures with a focus on the material 

spaces in which they appeared and how countercultures, working-class cultures, and migrant 

cultures interacted in this period. This is despite the fact that the counterculture, the working-

class, and migrant cultures shared space and had a significant effect on each other.  

This chapter will map Melbourne’s inner-urban countercultural hubs, looking at how and 

when alternative countercultures became part of the streetscape, what those places looked 

and felt like, and what counterculturalists did there. It also aims to understand the 

counterculture through a focus on the everyday, sensory experiences of the countercultural 

population. Joy Damousi and Paula Hamilton argue that paying attention to senses other than 

                                                 
2 Quoted in Seamus O’Hanlon, City Dreamers: The Urban Imagination in Australia (New South Wales: New South 
Publishing, 2016), 168. 
3 Tania Luckins, “Gentrification and Cosmopolitan Leisure in Inner-Urban Melbourne, Australia, 1960s–1970s,” 
Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 268; Renate Howe, David Nichols, and Graeme Davison, eds., 
Trendyville: The battle for Australia’s inner cities (Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2014). 



 56 

the visual when doing history “can be transformative in how we understand and interpret the 

past” and provides “a means of access to the richness of a world no longer inhabited”.4  

I will begin with an early countercultural hub that began to attract the attention of young 

people from the early 1960s, Carlton, then move to Fitzroy, its neighbouring suburb, then to 

the suburbs of Prahran and St Kilda, in the inner south. Using The People’s Yelo Pages 

alternative lifestyle directory, published in 1975, and information from my primary sources and 

interviews, I will map out the businesses, activities, organisations, and visual aspects of the 

inner-urban suburbs that were home to the growing counterculture.5 By looking at the ways in 

which these spaces were utilised by the counterculture, I hope to provide a sense of how these 

spaces looked and felt during this period of growing countercultural activity. 

 

Carlton  

Carlton is commonly regarded as Melbourne’s first countercultural hub, though its migrant 

history somewhat overshadows its countercultural history in the way in which it is represented 

and remembered, with Carlton often marketed to visitors as Melbourne’s “Little Italy”. Carlton 

served as a significant hub for Jewish migration in the first few decades of the 20th century, and 

after the Second World War became a popular landing spot for Italian and Greek migrants.6 

Argyle Square, a public meeting place on Lygon Street, features references to Italian plaza-style 

design in homage to the suburb’s Italian heritage. It also houses a Candoglia marble bench (the 

same stone used in the construction of the Milan Duomo), which was donated by the City of 

Milan, one of Melbourne’s sister cities.7 Its countercultural history is often remembered 

through the work of writer Helen Garner, particularly her first novel Monkey Grip, published in 

1977. This work has come to represent the countercultural lifestyle of Carlton and neighbouring 
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Fitzroy at this time, in particular sharehousing, creative lifestyles, and drugs (this book is 

discussed further in chapters four and five).  

As outlined in the previous chapter, before Carlton became “gentrified’” it was 

commonly perceived by outsiders as a dangerous slum. But a visit to Carlton now will find you 

amongst a university-educated crowd visiting bookshops, an arthouse cinema, and cafes and 

bars selling artisan foods and craft beers. The emergence of this middle-class demographic can 

be traced to the 1960s, when the University of Melbourne student population began to grow 

and students and academics began to move into nearby Carlton. By 1970, 400 students and 229 

academics and teachers were living in Carlton and the numbers of students living in residential 

colleges at the university was dropping. By 1975 the student population of Carlton had 

increased to 1056.8 

These student populations encountered a suburb with a populous and visible migrant 

culture. By the 1950s and 1960s, the space was busy with Italian and Greek run shops and 

services. Australia’s first pizza house, Toto’s, was established there in 1966 by Italian migrant 

Salvatore Della Bruna.9 This description of Carlton from the Italian Historical Society Journal 

provides an impression of the character of the suburb in the 1960s: 

 

The 1960 Melbourne directory lists 47 Italian shops in the same area, including nine 

espresso bars, three hairdressers, three butchers, two electrical goods retailers, two 

photographers, two estate agents, a chemist, a florist, a motor mechanic, a large 

emporium, and even an Italian hotel proprietor. Elsewhere in the Carlton area, an Italian 

priest, Italian doctors and solicitors, and a multitude of Italian tradesmen completed 

what is for many of Melbourne’s Italians a home away from home. For by the middle of 

1960 at least one-quarter of Carlton’s population was of Italian origin.10 

 

                                                 
8 Howe, Nichols, and Davison, eds., Trendyville, 40. 
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Press, 2007), 260.  
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 58 

On Lygon Street, the main retail street of Carlton, new residents would have heard Greek 

and Italian being spoken. As multilingual television and radio was much less prominent during 

the 1960s and 1970s, and Italian and Greek was only taught in state schools from the 1980s, 

these languages would have sounded incredibly foreign for most counterculturalists.11 It was 

only in 1974 that Melbourne’s first community access radio station 3ZZZ began to broadcast 

foreign language content and in 1975 when the Whitlam government launched an exclusively 

multilingual radio station in Melbourne and Sydney (Radio 3EA and 2EA respectively).12  

Sue described the intrigue she felt when she moved to Carlton as a university student and 

started spending time with the Italian people from whom she was renting a room. “I hadn't 

thought about it before actually but it was really quite exotic and new. And such a beautiful 

language.”13 Musician and actress Jane Clifton, who was brought up in Caulfield in Melbourne’s 

south-east, described her move to Carlton in the early 1970s in her memoir, The Address Book. 

“Italian culture ruled the ‘hood with their cafes, macellerias, bomboniere, delicatessens and 

home-roasted beanery. Carlton was a long way from Caulfield, let alone Burwood.”14 Gina, who 

also grew up in Caulfield, said Carlton immediately felt like home to her, despite the fact that 

she had a very “WASP” (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) upbringing. She grew up feeling 

misunderstood by her parents and her community and enjoyed Carlton because it made her 

feel like diversity was welcomed there:    

 

I grew up in a very WASP culture; I didn’t know people from other cultures. None of us 

mixed and the Jewish people that lived all around us, I didn’t know them. I think we had 

an Indian woman who was a cleaner and a babysitter and that would be the only non-

WASP people in my life … it was just so interesting and fascinating to meet other types 

of people, and to feel like I belonged. 

                                                 
11 Antonia Rubino, “Italian in Australia: Past and New Trends,” Proceedings of Innovations in Italian Teaching 
workshop, Griffiths University, 2002. 
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12 National Ethnic and Multicultural Broadcasters’ Council (NEMBC), History of Ethnic Community Broadcasting — 
30 years anniversary of NEMBC; 40 years anniversary of Ethnic Community Broadcasting (Collingwood, Vic.: 
NEMBC, 2015). https://www.nembc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NEMBC-EB-Spring-2015.pdf 
13 Sofia Day, interview with Molly Mckew, June 20, 2018, Fitzroy, Victoria.  
14 Jane Clifton, The Address Book: A memoir about my homes (Camberwell, Vic.: Penguin Australia, 2011).  
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I asked her if she enjoyed living there because of the ethnic diversity around her. She said, 

“definitely, it was something different from our suburban upbringing, for me. Everything was 

exciting about it, the food, the people, the way they spoke to you was different, everything was 

different.”  

Another interviewee, Sarah, who lived above a fruit shop on Lygon Street from 1961 to 

1964, emphasised how the move from her family home in North Coburg to Lygon Street felt like 

moving to another country altogether: “It was Italian in Carlton. It was fully Italian. You know 

when you walk down the street that’s what you heard being spoken, when you went into shops 

the signs were in Italian, there was an Italian sort of enclave, and apart from Italians there were 

only students and young people there.” She said, “I was only a tram ride away from my parents 

in North Coburg, it wasn't that far, but to me it was like stepping into another world. It could 

have been Paris, or Soho.”15 The experience of newness and difference from one’s upbringing 

was clearly a drawcard for counterculturalists moving to Carlton in this period.  

The food and drink available in Carlton would have been new for many. Foodstuffs like 

garlic, olives, and parmesan were rare before post-war migration from Greece and Italy and 

might have been completely foreign to counterculturalists who were new to the inner suburbs 

and/or were of Anglo-Celtic heritage.16 Interviewees spoke about the excitement with which 

they consumed pizza, sourdough, or espresso coffee. Many counterculturalists living in Carlton 

at the time listed Italian restaurants as their favourite places to dine, for example University 

Cafe, El Gambero, Tamani’s (now Ti Amo’s) and Toto’s pizza. In 1976, almost 50% of businesses 

in Carlton were Italian-owned.17 

The public cafe culture, which entailed groups of people sitting on the street late into the 

night, was also emphasised by many of my interviewees as something they loved about Carlton. 

The Italian population transformed Carlton’s streetscape — as described in an article by the 

Italian Historical Society, “the homes and gardens of Carlton Italians began to resemble those of 
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the villages they had left behind. Old Victorian facades were modified, covered in stucco and 

painted in pastel colours. Parapets were added and verandas opened up to the street.”18 David 

Nichols, Renate Howe and Graeme Davison describe how the migrant cultures in Carlton 

seemed to arouse a community-minded, libertarian mindset in the non-European people who 

moved there: “the immigrants’ spaghetti bolognese, pizza and souvlaki” in Carlton “seemed like 

an invitation to a larger world … the opportunities they found in them for play, gossip and 

conviviality, daily inspired uptight Anglo-Saxons to do likewise”.19 Although many people 

moved to Carlton because they needed housing close to the University, not because they 

specifically wanted to live amongst a migrant population, Carlton’s migrant cultures seemed to 

align with the communitarian ethos emerging amongst counterculturalists in this period.  

The densely spaced, old Victorian terraces that characterised the streetscape also held an 

allure for young counterculturalists at the time. As Jan O’Connell described, “these narrow, 

shoulder-to-shoulder houses seemed no better than slums to our parents, but to us, their high 

ceilings, verandahs and iron lace offered grace and charm.”20 One interviewee pointed out how 

the density of the houses in Carlton, compared to the large lots in the outer suburbs, resulted in 

more community life, facilitating over-the-fence conversation and food-sharing.21 Sarah 

emphasised the sense of community and safety she felt living in the suburb. Even walking home 

“half-pissed” from the pub late at night, older Italian women would be sitting on their porches 

greeting her as she walked the dark two blocks home from the pub: “It was like a little village 

and we were these mad young people who had invaded their village! But they kept an eye out 

for us.” She also loved the experience of the street cafe culture in Carlton. The public cafe 

culture “was the Italian way. It was different”.22 

As the population of students and young people grew, organisations, venues, food 

outlets and services started to emerge that were created by, and catered to, the 

                                                 
18 Italian Historical Association, “Fact sheet: Italians in Carlton.”  
http://coasit.com.au/IHS/facts/pdf/Italians_in_Carlton.pdf 
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counterculture. The Love-in Lounge on Lygon Street, opened in 1967, was described by a local 

newspaper as a “San Francisco style coffee lounge catering for hippies who go [in] for ‘mind 

expansion’.”23 A food cooperative was also located in a quieter residential area towards North 

Carlton, and many young students enjoyed cheap meals at Genevieve’s Cafe on Faraday Street, 

just off Lygon Street. A blog post by a former student who lived in Carlton in 1967 describes her 

visits to the Love-In Lounge:  

 

As a group of us lived just up the road from it we naturally entered its portals to groove 

on the light shows, listen to the music and watch movies. It all looks rather innocent by 

today’s standards, serving only coffee and snacks and nothing stronger.24 

 

The vegetarian restaurant Shakahari (meaning vegetarian in Hindi) was opened by 

Indian Guru Mukta Nanda and his followers in 1972, following local interest in Eastern 

spirituality and a desire for meat-free food by those living in the area who had returned from 

international travel.25 The restaurant was promoted in a 1973 advert in The Living Daylights as 

“a throbbing meeting place for the new-age community.”26 Current owner John Dunham says: 

“They located it near the university because that was a real hotbed of agitation and 

experimentalism, that’s where their clientele was.”27  

In the late 1960s, retail and entertainment options expanded too. Professor Longhair’s 

record shop opened in 1972, which then bought and merged with the Readings bookshop that 

had opened in Carlton in 1969.28 Many counterculturalists fondly recalled the trip to Readings 

to scour housemate adverts in the window. Nightlife was very much pub based, with many 
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students spending time at Jimmy Watson’s on Lygon Street or the Albion or Polaris Hotels, 

which both had live music on weekends. Bands also played in Cafe Paradiso on Lygon Street, 

formerly a tailor shop, and you could play pool late into the night at Johnny’s Greenroom. There 

was a cinema which was affectionately nicknamed the Bughouse and a film cooperative on 

Lygon Street which screened experimental and arthouse films.29 

Vera’s sly grog shop was an illegal establishment located just off Lygon Street where one 

could purchase carafes of wine late into the night. This was particularly lucrative before 1966, 

when licensing laws meant pubs had to close at 6pm. These laws meant that the only options 

for drinking alcohol were at home, at private clubs, or at the few restaurants with BYO licenses. 

Vera and her husband, migrants from Italy, would open their house up to visitors each evening, 

allowing them to drink claret in her front room while older Italian men played bocce out the 

back. As Sarah describes of her experiences in the mid 1960s:  

 

She [Vera] would bring out a carafe, these lovely carafes full of this stuff. We called it 

toenail claret. I think that they made it! And we would sit around, and we would pay for 

this stuff … And we would drink and then we would argue then about you know, oh I 

don’t know, Chairman Mao, he came into a lot of things, and now when I hear the name 

Chairman Mao I think of claret.30 

 

Carlton was also becoming home to new arts organisations, notably, the experimental 

Australian Performers Group (APG), an independent theatre collective which launched the 

careers of many now well-known Australian actors and directors. The APG opened the La Mama 

theatre in 1967, next door to an associated sharehouse in the heart of Lygon Street, and later 

the Pram Factory theatre, named after the disused pram factory in which it was housed. The 

APG operated on collective, left-wing principles and all decisions were made by consensus. 

                                                 
29 Gezza1967, “Carlton 1969 Johnny's Greenroom & La Mama,” June 5, 2012. 
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They aimed to create art that would appeal to all classes, bypassing the elitism that was 

perceived to exist in mainstream theatre at the time.31  

Theatre and musical performances also took place at the One C One theatre in Princes 

Hill, a small suburb to the north of Carlton, which also put on community-based theatrical 

productions and was run by volunteers.32 Another arts organisation, the Melbourne Arts 

Collective (MAC) ran out of an old church hall in Carlton. In a 1970 listing in Revolution 

magazine, MAC described itself such: “hard to define, in fact to define it would be to destroy it. 

It’s a symbol of permanent change, a seedbred [sic] out of which may flourish the new arts, an 

art related directly to the creator and his society. MAC is an attempt to transcend the present 

definitions of the artistic consciousness and bring creativity back to where it belongs — with 

everyone.”33 

The Melbourne Film Cooperative also operated in Carlton from 1972, screening avant-

garde films, which were largely sourced from another countercultural film cooperative in 

Sydney. After some years this film cooperative set up a headquarters in the Melbourne CBD, on 

Spring Street, directly opposite the Victorian government censorship offices. Government 

officials would regularly raid the premises and accuse the cooperative of flouting censorship 

laws. The Melbourne Film Cooperative, as described by its founder Fred, was inspired by the 

creative activity around him — he saw the poetry readings and gigs that were being staged in 

Carlton and was inspired to provide his community with opportunities to explore avant-garde 

film. He had also heard about the film cooperatives that had been founded in San Francisco and 

New York, and “looked sort of, you know, jealously across the ditch and said, ‘that should 

happen here’.”34 

Carlton also housed a thriving literary scene. As described by Craig Munro, author of 

Paper Empires: A history of the book in Australia: “In the university suburb of Carlton – the self-

proclaimed centre of Australian counterculture — the excitement was palpable. Writers, poets 
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and playwrights filled cafes and pubs.”35 Even though these arts experiments had small 

numbers of attendees, and the artistic, countercultural community was small — it felt 

important, and as time has shown, was historically significant. As Fred articulated “some nights 

at those alternative things there would be twenty people, and yet when you write about it, it 

was a pivotal moment.”36 

Many counterculturalists recall their lives in Carlton with nostalgia for the excitement they 

felt at the ways in which the culture, lifestyle and ideology that was emerging there felt new, 

progressive and cutting-edge. Sarah said it felt radically different from her upbringing in North 

Coburg and her convent school education in Essendon. For the first time in her life, she felt like 

she was having interesting and intellectually stimulating conversations: “I found it incredible 

when I left home and I was sitting around with coffee and we would talk about real things. Like 

about how places should be governed, and always thinking we were going to change the world, 

we were going to absolutely change the world … we had it all worked out.”37 

Another interviewee, Bruce, similarly recalls the personally transformative experience of 

moving to Carlton, where for the first time he was surrounded by interesting people, parties, 

and ideas. Bruce moved to Carlton from his family home in Parkdale after finishing his 

undergraduate degree. In exchange for a scholarship at a Monash University engineering 

course, Bruce was required to complete a work placement for four years after university 

finished, which turned out to be an armament factory in Maribyrnong. After working at the 

factory and meeting a few interesting people, who he called “weirdos”, he decided to move out 

of his family home. He said, “I met some people at my work who lived in Carlton and that’s 

where I wanted to live, I wanted to be part of the scene.” He described the pull of the suburb, 

which he had visited occasionally while he was a student at Monash: “always the parties were 

in Carlton. That’s where you wanted to go”. He contrasted this with the experience of going to 

the family home after university had finished for the day: “you would get home ... and parents! 

You know, boring!” His social life at Monash University, which revolved around the student 
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union, opened him up to the Carlton scene. Fellow students would invite him to parties in 

Carlton, resulting in “a kind of gravitational pull”. 

Bruce’s first sharehouse interview in 1973 was to view a room in Carlton with no windows 

and walls that were painted entirely black. At the end of the interview, the interviewer told him 

that he and his fellow housemate were “poofters” (this term refers to homosexuality, which 

was illegal — homosexual acts were criminal in Victoria until 1980).38 As Bruce describes: “He 

did it deliberately, watching my face, to see whether or not I’d fit in here or not. And I didn’t 

react at all, and he said ‘oh you’ll do.’” The interviewer was “testing” Bruce for conservatism or 

small-mindedness. Bruce ended up moving into a different sharehouse with an “outrageous 

bunch of people”, one of which, Herb, had an imaginary friend. Says Bruce: “all of these 

characters loomed incredibly large to this innocent shy young boy from Parkdale.” He soon 

began to get involved in theatre productions at One C One and at La Mama, volunteering his 

services as a sound engineer. He recalled one instance where he stumbled into the film 

cooperative just in time for a film screening. He humorously described the “arty” film that was 

being shown, which depicted a camera moving along rows of bricks on a brick wall for 20 

minutes to a soundtrack of “trowelling” noises.39 

Artist Mary Alford moved to Carlton in the early 1970s and similarly recalled the exciting 

and explorative atmosphere of the suburb. Mary grew up in the inner-southern suburbs and 

studied at the University of Melbourne, before marrying and going travelling on the “hippy 

trail”, a route travelled by young people at the time that commonly started in Southeast Asia, 

traversed through the Middle-East, and ended in Europe. When she returned in 1970, she 

separated from her husband and became involved in the La Mama theatre scene as a set 

designer, while pursuing her own visual art practice and attending women’s consciousness 

raising groups (women-only meetings aimed at raising awareness of gendered oppression). 

Mary described her lifestyle at the time as incredibly fun and freeing, saying that “everybody 

was exploring at the time”. It was the ideal place for her to be following the end of a marriage 
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because she could experience “the sort of freedom of I could be whoever I want to be, do 

whatever I want”. The La Mama theatre group was fulfilling for her because “it was a time of 

learning and support and other people who were doing interesting things … you felt as if you 

were contributing to something that was ideologically important”. Her lifestyle and role at the 

La Mama theatre was tied up with a progressive politics. As she said “rebellion against the norm 

was very much part of it”.40 

Gina remembers moving to Carlton because she was a student at the University of 

Melbourne, but also because she was drawn to artistic people. She recalls admiring their 

lifestyles and how they privileged their creativity over material pursuits: “there’s always been 

that creative element around me because they were the people I liked! I was probably the 

straightest person around! Just in awe of people’s talent and the guts to sort of do that.”41 

Carlton was also the centre of Melbourne’s live music scene at the time. In 2014, Addicted 

to Noise magazine published a feature on the Carlton music scene of the 1970s to publicise a 

new 44-track double CD released by Warner Music, “(When the Sun Sets Over) Carlton: 

Melbourne’s Countercultural Inner City Rock Scene Of The ’70s”. Journalist Ian Macfarlane 

emphasised the convergence of “music, theatre, film-making, art, counterculturalism and 

multiculturalism” and the universities’ “hot-bed of radical thought” in Carlton which culminated 

in its status as Melbourne’s live music hub.42 Carlton gave birth to a number of memorable 

Australian bands. Skyhooks played their first gig at St Jude’s Church Hall in 1973, and so did 

Jane Clifton’s band Stiletto in 1976.43 Skyhooks paid tribute to the Carlton scene in their song 

“Carlton (Lygon Street Limbo)”. The lyrics reference the various characters and places that 

make up the suburb, from the “pizza places and spaced out places”,  the “grey-haired writers 

and drunken fighters”, the “night time junkies and long haired monkeys” to the “divine Lighters 

and window wipers”.44 

                                                 
40 Mary Alford, interview with Molly Mckew, March 2, 2017, Daylesford, Victoria.  
41 Gina Hardy, interview with Molly Mckew, June 15, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria. 
42 Ian McFarlane, “The Carlton sound that shaped Australian rock music,” Addicted to Noise, October 29, 2014, 
http://a2noise.com/carlton-sound-shaped-australian-rock-music/.  
43 David Nichols, Dig: Australian Rock and Pop Music 1960–1985 (Portland, Oregon: Verse Chorus Press, 2016), 
225; McFarlane, “The Carlton sound that shaped Australian rock music.” 
44 Greg Macanish, “Carlton (Lygon Street Limbo),” Livin’ in the Seventies (Mushroom, 1974).   



 67 

In the 1960s and into the 1970s, for well over a decade, Carlton was the centre of 

countercultural activity in Melbourne. Counterculturalists were attracted to the active street 

life that was already present in the space due to the migrant populations who lived there, and 

added to this street life a thriving arts, music, culinary and activist presence. Carlton was 

visually stimulating and full of activity — many described the “pull” of the suburb or the 

“palpable” sense of excitement that existed there. Actor and director Graeme Blundell, who 

was involved in the La Mama theatre, summed up the allure of the suburb: “Here was the lure 

of this magical place called Carlton that became an obvious mecca which we developed into a 

fierce community, with our most abiding notion that we could create things that were really 

important and that we could do it ourselves in the way that we moved, in the way that we 

spoke, and with the folk memories that we carried.”45  

 

 

 

                                                 
45 Gezza1967, “Carlton 1969 Johnny's Greenroom & La Mama,” 5 June 2012. 
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Figure 2.1. The Pram Factory, Drummond Street. [Source: ABC Radio National, “The Pram 

Factory Theatre,” July 17, 2017, accessed April 11, 2019. 

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandarts/the-pram-factory-

theatre/8571280] 

 

 

Fitzroy and Collingwood 
 

The adjacent suburbs of Fitzroy and Collingwood became home to a countercultural population 

slightly later than Carlton. Similarly to Carlton, Fitzroy and Collingwood housed a significant 

working-class, Indigenous, and migrant population. The focal points of Fitzroy and Collingwood 

are Brunswick and Smith Streets, which run parallel to one another, a five-minute walk apart. In 

the first half of the 20th century, these two main streets, particularly the latter, were shopping 

strips home to large emporium-style furniture and hardware shops, as well as the very first 
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Coles supermarket in Australia. Like Carlton, these suburbs have retained a working-class and 

migrant character, in part due to the large apartment blocks of government housing that were 

built in these suburbs in the early 1970s.46  

Collingwood and Fitzroy became popular with counterculturalists in the mid 1970s, 

when Carlton was becoming more popular and thus more expensive. In 1976, 37% of houses in 

Fitzroy were categorised as “low-cost” (in the lowest 25% of sales that year) as opposed to 23% 

in Carlton.47 Students and artists began moving to Fitzroy and Collingwood for the cheaper 

rents and by the mid to late 1970s, Fitzroy was becoming a hub for nightlife, experimental 

theatre, music, and experimental living. At the tail end of the 1970s, along with St Kilda, it also 

became home to a growing punk scene. Fitzroy has retained some of its countercultural 

heritage — it has a thriving nightlife and live music scene, innovative restaurants, unique record 

and bookshops, and modern art galleries. The suburb is, however, regarded by many as having 

somewhat lost its countercultural credentials, with new, affluent residents becoming attracted 

to it because of its trendiness, steadily pushing up house prices.48 These changes were 

lamented by some of my interviewees, and in an Age article about a recent publication which 

honoured the radical history of Brunswick Street, Art and Revolution, the book’s editors tell of 

how “cashed up entrepreneurs and fashionistas” and “tourists from the suburbs” have “quelled 

the street’s bohemian spirit.”49 

In the book, Sue Ingleton, a comedian and playwright, describes how Fitzroy first came on 

her radar in the late 1970s: 
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Strange how our senses became expanded. I remember feeling geographically that 

grotty, dark Brunswick street seemed to be so far out of my world in Carlton. Then as if 

by osmosis Brunswick street became the place to be.50 

 

Similarly, Gina recalled that when she moved into her first Fitzroy house after living in 

Carlton that “there was no classification in the newspaper for Fitzroy. It was all under Carlton”. 

It was only in the mid 1970s, and very suddenly, that she became aware of the countercultural 

activity happening in Fitzroy.51 

Those who lived in Fitzroy in the 1970s, like those who lived in Carlton, remember it as an 

exciting suburb home to an experimental, open-minded population. Throughout the 1970s, 

Brunswick Street became home to new restaurants, artist studios, and shops, and pubs began 

to host poetry readings and music. The arts were visually present on the streets, adding to the 

experimental atmosphere of the space. A sharehouse at 183 Brunswick Street housed an artist 

that painted a work titled “expansion chamber” across the entire front of the house in a style 

reminiscent of psychedelic or pop-art.52 A contributor to Art and Revolution opened a shop with 

her housemates called Los Tacos Jungle, in operation from 1976 to 1978. “We didn’t make a 

cracker but it supported 4 dykes and their girlfriends for that time. In the 1980s the ‘suburban 

tourists’ would come from south of the Yarra to look at the dykes.”53 Margie Burnet, who 

opened the Print Guild gallery in 1974 along with Neil Wallace, still in operation as PG Gallery, 

said of Brunswick Street, “people were very spontaneous and open to new ideas, prepared to 

change direction, give things a go”.54  

Like in Carlton, Italian and Greek cultures had a very strong presence, which was reflected 

in the eating outlets and shops available. There was a pizza restaurant called the Tower of Pizza, 

a Greek cafe and grocer called Sila — which opened in 1959 and is still operational today — 
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Greek grocers, tailors, and dry cleaners, and an Italian grocer called Piedemonte’s (now located 

in North Fitzroy with another branch in Melbourne’s north-west).55  

As the counterculture grew towards the end of the 1970s, it began to be catered to with 

new restaurants. Stephanie’s French restaurant opened in 1976 and catered to a sophisticated 

crowd with avant-garde French cuisine, Bakers cafe was founded in 1977 and from 1979 was 

managed by two employees of Ti Amo’s in Carlton, and a bohemian style coffee shop, the Black 

Cat, opened in 1982.56  

Throughout the 1970s, the countercultural population established a thriving arts scene in 

Fitzroy and Collingwood. By the late 1970s, there were plenty of places for residents of the 

suburb to go out for a drink, see a show, or perform a show themselves. The Perseverance 

Hotel held poetry nights on Tuesdays, and the Provincial Hotel had, by the late 1970s, become a 

hangout for a mix of “punks, Greeks and Italians, and university students.”57 Mary Roberts, who 

moved to North Fitzroy in 1976, at 15, with her newly divorced father, recalled that the 

Perseverance “was a real scene, every Tuesday”, where poets would “read their poetry for 

free” with “a bit of folk music to break it up a bit so people's ears didn't get tired.” Mary also 

loved to see live music, and remembers going to see jazz with her father in a room at the back 

of an Italian restaurant called La Trattoria in North Fitzroy. She recalls seeing flamenco dancing, 

art shows, well-known jazz players, and enjoying “the mulled wine and seagrass matting”.58 

In interviews and in memoirs, many recalled the band nights that were put on at 

Cathedral Hall on Brunswick Street on the weekend, called the TF (Too Fucking) Much Ballroom, 

which became the Much More Ballroom in 1971 (after the organisers realised they were 

offending the Catholic owners of the building in which it took place). The TF Much Ballroom 

also sometimes hosted a market, described in one advertisement as “a flea market where stall-
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holders sold macrobiotic food and hippie clothing.”59 It was described by an Age events listing 

as a “Gala night of food, flowers, clothes, books, malaria pill tins, macrobiotic food, crazy 

people.”60 A nearby sharehouse made their own stoneground wholemeal bread to sell at the TF 

Much Ballroom nights, advertising it with hand-drawn posters.61  

The Little Bands scene also emerged in North Fitzroy in the late 1970s. The “little bands” 

were informal groups of punk musicians that would put on one-off, usually unskilled, 

performances of three songs at a time. These bands often rehearsed in two adjoining terrace 

houses in North Fitzroy, which soon became 24-hour practise spaces as people showed up at 

any time of day to practise or jam. The little bands scene, as comprehensively described by 

Melynda von Wayward, who maintains a website on Melbourne’s Punk History, was: 

 

Made up of a circle of artists, art enthusiasts, spontaneous musicians, poets, 

performance artists and filmmakers, most of whom were dole recipients with a lot of 

spare time on their hands, Little Bands proliferated amid of haze of booze, weed and 

speed. In a milieu where ideas were considered more important than musical prowess, 

the bands often sounded quite terrible; these kids were sloppy, clangy and discordant. 

By turns, they could sound equally fantastic: a mixture of epileptic drum machine 

rhythms, stabbing synth lines and creepy/witty lyrics making for oddly compelling 

results.62 

 

The first Little Bands night was at the Champion Hotel on Brunswick Street. Jim Buck 

from the Band of Hope and Glory remembers starting his set with a song called “I Suffer For My 

Art”, a title which perhaps reveals the priorities of the musicians in this scene and demonstrates 

von Wayward’s summary of the scene, above. The Little Bands scene served as the backdrop 
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for the 1986 film Dogs in Space, which was set in a sharehouse in Richmond in 1978 (discussed 

further in chapter 4).  

 
Figure 2.2. The Take Little Bands Night performance, 1979 [Source: Punk Journey, “The Little 

Bands,” accessed April 11, 2019. http://www.punkjourney.com/little-bands.php] 
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Figure 2.3. TF Much Ballroom poster, 8 August 1970. [Source: Ian McFarlane, “A Rock n Roll 

freak show – the story of the T.F. Much Ballroom / Much More Ballroom 1970-1972,” Third 

Stone Press (blog), accessed April 11, 2019. https://www.thirdstonepress.com.au/archive-

blog/2017/4/1/the-tf-much-ballroommuch-more-ballroom-1970-1972] 

 

Other performing arts were thriving too. A comedy scene emerged in Fitzroy that 

Australian theatre historian Geoffrey Milne characterises as New Wave Comedy, arguing that 

this movement marked a significant departure from restaurant or theatre based comedy to 

something alternative, grassroots, interactive, and informal.63 This scene centred on the Flying 

Trapeze Cafe on Brunswick Street, which was founded by John Pinder in 1973, who soon sold it 

to open the much bigger Last Laugh Comedy Restaurant and Zoo on Smith Street in 1975. These 

spaces hosted experimental cabaret and comedy, and were also venues where you could enjoy 

a casual drink or order Spanish food from the restaurant below. In 1979, comedian Rod 

Quantock opened another comedy venue, the Comedy Cafe on Brunswick Street.64 Numerous 

Australian comics and actors started their careers in these venues, for example, Geraldine 
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Quinn, cabaret artist Tim Mckew, Steve Vizard, Peaches La Creme, Jane Clifton, and Quantock 

himself, amongst many others. Rod Quantock has since said, “it is difficult to overestimate the 

impact that this one small venue had on the cultural life of Melbourne.”65 

Another significant arts venue was the Universal Theatre, founded in 1972. This venue 

was a converted warehouse that housed two theatres and a cafe with a smaller stage for folk 

singers. It was run successfully as a commercial enterprise and also hosted the radio station 

3RRR radio for 20 years. Says Angela Adams:  

 

The street poets were handing out poetry and reading in pubs and the Universal 

Workshop opened and brought the poets and musicians together. It had had reggae 

coloured furniture, a wood heater, hippies and hippie food, bikies, musos, book lovers, 

beedie sellers, fortune tellers, theatre and later video production.66 

 

A poster advertising the space reveals that the workshop was also host to a school of 

natural therapies and sold “ethnic gear and leatherwork.” Artists were encouraged to work on 

their wares in the shop “so something is happening all of the time for our day-time visitors”.  
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Figure 2.4. Poster advertising the Universal Theatre. [Source: Melynda von Wayward, “Theatre 

on the edge,” Punk Journey (blog), accessed April 12, 2019. 

http://www.punkjourney.com/theatre.php] 
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There were also radical political experiments and progressive politics playing out in 

Fitzroy, with political collectives and social justice organisations emerging throughout the 

1970s. Childcare services were formed such as the Family Day Care Centre (1971); Community 

Child Care (1972); and the Victorian PlayGroup Association (1975). Legal services that provided 

free legal advice to residents were also formed, such as the Aboriginal Legal Service (1973), an 

Aboriginal community controlled organisation; and the Fitzroy Community Legal Service 

(1972).67 

One particularly radical organisation working towards social justice was the Fitzroy Free 

Store on Smith Street, which was founded by an activist organization, the Working People’s 

Association (WPA). The Free Store ran under the logo “You Can’t Steal From the Free Store.” 

Their manifesto stated “we live in a consumer society which forces people to relate to one 

another on a monetary, rather than a human level.” True to its name, at this store, you could 

not buy items with money. The association also set up free legal advice sessions twice a week.68 

Another nearby social justice initiative, an open house founded by Val Noone and his partner 

Mary Doyle, had an open door policy, providing shelter and food to anyone who needed it.69 

Fitzroy was also home to one of the first alternative schools in Melbourne, the Fitzroy 

Community School, founded by Phil O’Carroll and Faye Berryman in 1976. After moving from 

Albury, a small city on the border of Victoria and New South Wales, to the north of Melbourne, 

the couple started a school when they realised that they did not want to send their children to 

any of the local options because they did not align with their politics and ideology. Their school, 

located on Brunswick Street in North Fitzroy, also served initially as a communal house, with 

shared meals and sleeping quarters for teachers. It aimed to prioritise small classes, parental 

involvement in the community, and to honour the spirit and evolution of the child. The motto 

of the school was, and still is, “people before things”.70 In an interview, Faye pointed to the 

                                                 
67 Brian Stagoll, “Fitzroy, the Australian Labor Party, Community and Change: a Street Walk,” Fitzroy History 
Society, 2014, https://fitzroyhistorysociety.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ALP-HistoryWalk2011.pdf. 
68 Takver, “Carnival anarchism in Melbourne 1970-1975,” Radical Tradition: An Australasian History Page, August 
1, 2002, http://www.takver.com/history/melb/carnival1970_75.htm. 
69 Val Noone, interview with Molly Mckew, June 20, 2017.  
70 This history is told in Philip O’Carroll and Faye Berryman, Fitzroy Community School (Fitzroy North, Vic.: Fitzroy 
Programs Pty Ltd, 2015).  
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eclecticism of the culture of the area and to the progressive nature of the council in Fitzroy at 

the time that laid the foundation for the school’s success: 

 

[Fitzroy] had always been very eclectic. It had been a working-class suburb and with new 

trends and people wanting to come in closer to the centre. So all the original Jewish, 

Italian, migrants who were here got money and they wanted to go to the outer suburbs, 

and our people who had been in the outer suburbs wanted to come to the inner 

suburbs … some said to me ‘you would not have been able to start your school today.’ 71 

 

Faye’s comments point to the culture of experiment, progressive politics, and 

excitement for change that was thriving in the suburb throughout the 1970s. There was a 

public, visible culture of creativity, expression, and experiment. During the 1970s, the streets 

grew to house rehearsal spaces, gigs of various genres, poetry, comedy, and hubs of 

countercultural and alternative activity like the Universal theatre. New places to eat and drink 

were opening to cater to the community, and the culture of excitement about the future was 

palpable for visitors, “suburban tourists”, and residents alike.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
71 Faye Berryman, interview with Molly Mckew, March 8, 2017.  
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Prahran & the Monash scene 

 
Figure 2.5. Photograph of a Prahran Cannabis Stand, 1976. [Source: National Gallery of Victoria, “Cannabis stall, 

Prahran, 1976,” accessed December 4, 2019. https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/85485/] 
 

Prahran, in Melbourne’s inner-south, became popular with counterculturalists from the late 

1960s. The centrepoint of Prahran’s counterculture was Greville Street, which is perpendicular 

to its main retail street, Chapel Street. Similar to Carlton, Prahran was home to a working-class 

and migrant population in the post-war period, with Melbourne’s inner-southern suburbs 

becoming home to Eastern-European Jewish migrants who arrived throughout the twentieth 

century.72 The inner to middle southern suburbs of Melbourne, particularly the suburbs of St 

Kilda, Elwood, Caulfield and Prahran had, and still have, a strong Jewish heritage and 

community.  

                                                 
72 James Jupp, The Australian People: An Encyclopedia of the Nation, Its People and Their Origins (Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 531.  
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In the 1960s, the Prahran Technical College was becoming known as a progressive and 

innovative film school and drew students to the area. Some Monash University students also 

took up residence in Prahran. Although the university was 15km away, Prahran was the closest 

inner-urban hub and was accessible from Monash university by train. Prahran is still home to a 

record store, vintage shops, galleries, music venues and bars, but like Fitzroy, is now largely 

perceived as having lost its alternative appeal. A 2014 Age article asks with reference to its 

“bohemian past”: “Can Prahran’s Greville street get its groove back?”73 Writer Nina Gibbs, in an 

article about her “countercultural pilgrimage” through Melbourne’s former countercultural 

hubs says of Chapel Street, “the street is so devoid of a sense of neighbourhood that I feel like 

I’m stumbling through a refrigerator of corpses.”74  

In the 1960s and 1970s, Greville Street’s retail make-up began to reflect its youthful and 

progressive population. Alice’s Restaurant Bookshop was opened in the late 1960s by a young 

left-wing activist, Jill Jollife, who was involved with the Monash University Labor Club, who lived 

in a sharehouse nearby.75 The name of the bookshop was a reference to an Arlo Guthrie anti-

war song, and stocked a host of left-wing and radical literature. An advertisement for the 

bookshop (see figure 2.7) was a poorly punctuated, stream-of-consciousness paragraph touting 

the revolutionary character of the shop: “Why not extend your frustration with the great 

society by a pseudo (interruptus) satisfaction via Alice’s Restaurant Bookshop 116 Greville 

Street Prahran which is where all the lovelies of the world meet and you may big deal meet 

them too.”76 Greville Street Records opened in the late 1970s and is still operating today.77 

Feedwell Foundry health food shop and bakery was founded in 1972 by Pamela and Brian 

Peacock, who a year later attended the Aquarius Festival in Nimbin, bringing their sourdough 

                                                 
73 Broede Carmody, “Can Prahran’s Greville Street get its groove back?,” The Age, August 8, 2016, 
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/can-prahrans-greville-street-get-its-groove-back-20160808-
gqnmt8.html. 
74 Nina Gibb, “Psychobabble: Radiant badlands,” The Lifted Brow 19 (2013): 17.  
75 Jon Piccini, Transnational Protest, Australia and the 1960s: Global Radicals (London, U.K.: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2016), 51. 
76 “Advertisement: Alice’s Restaurant Bookshop,” Reason in Revolt: Source documents in Australian Radicalism, 
http://www.reasoninrevolt.net.au/bib/PR0001648.htm.  
77 Diggin’ Melbourne. 2014. “Interview with Rex, ‘Diggin’ Greville Records,” Diggin’ Melbourne, August 21, 2014, 
https://digginmelbourne.com/2014/08/21/diggin-greville-records/. 
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bread recipe along (inspiring a Nimbin bread maker to create the “Aquarius loaf”).78 Pamela 

and Brian also ran drop-in meditation sessions and co-founded an alternative pre-school in the 

room above the shop (these are discussed more in chapters 3 and 4). The bakery was intended 

to be not just a shop, but a community of alternative minded people. Peacock says, “the 

community that grew up around Feedwell were just that, a community. Some of our friends 

were employed at the bakery, some just helped out when they felt like it.”79 Baker John 

Downes took over the business in 1979, wanting to reclaim bread-making as an artisan pursuit 

in the wake of the 1950s and 1960s when “the population had moved to the “modern” suburbs 

and was being re-educated by the corporates to shop and buy what and where they told 

them.”80 His sourdough bread recipe later spread to other parts of Melbourne – the Natural 

Tucker Bakery in Brunswick East, and more recently, Di Chirico bakery in Carlton.81  

There was music and nightlife emerging in Prahran too. One of my interviewees spoke 

fondly of going to jazz clubs in South Yarra in the early 1960s to meet progressive thinkers and 

eligible men.82 In 1971 the Station Hotel began to put on band nights in a room that was 

dubbed the “snake pit”. The Ormond Hall in Prahran hosted a series called the “Reefer Cabaret” 

concerts in the mid 1970s, which staged performances by the “next generation of Melbourne 

bands”; Renée Geyer and Sanctuary, Ariel, Madder Lake, The Dingoes, Skyhooks, Ayers Rock, 

Pantha, The Pelaco Bros and Toads. In 1975, a “Nimbin Party” was held at Ormond Hall to raise 

money for the rural countercultural communities near Nimbin, N.S.W.  

Gay and lesbian culture had a presence in Prahran too, with Maisie’s in South Yarra 

attracting a gay and lesbian crowd for late night socialising. Maisie’s was named after the camp 

owner of Her Majesty’s Hotel, which housed the bar at the time.83 In the late 1960s and early 

                                                 
78 Pubmatch, “Pamela Peacock,” https://www.pubmatch.com/profile/23757/pamela-peacock.html; Terry McGee, 
“Making the Aquarius dream a communal reality,” Echonet Daily, May 21, 2013, 
https://www.echo.net.au/2013/05/making-the-aquarius-dream-a-communal-reality/. 
79 Pamela Peacock, email to Molly Mckew, December 5, 2019.   
80 John Downes, “Melbourne Bread,” Sourdough, March 2, 2011, https://sourdough.com/blog/melbourne-bread.  
81 Peter Barrett, “Melbourne Food and Wine Festival Artisan Bakery: the great global bake-off,” Goodfood, 
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82 Mary Roberts, interview with Molly Mckew, August 1, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria. 
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1970s, these dance nights were attended by several people who were to form the fashion label 

Flamingo Park (founded in Sydney in 1973) who travelled to Maisie’s all the way from their 

sharehouse in Carlton.84 

The visual arts had found a home in Prahran too, with Prahran Technical College teaching 

film, photography and visual art. In the 1960s, progressive thinker and sculptor Lenton Parr 

began to teach there, promoting the pursuit of art for its own sake and emphasising process 

and creativity rather than career progression. The college produced several successful artists, 

such as photographers Bill Henson, Carol Jerrems, and Philip Quirk.85  

A notable part of Greville Street’s countercultural history was the formation of the 

Monash Labor Club collective house in Greville Street, which existed from 1969 to 1970. This 

household was in an old bakery (which later became the Feedwell Foundry health food shop 

and bakery) and was nicknamed “the bakery” accordingly. Michael Hyde, a key figure in the 

Monash Labor Club, was one of the founders of the house. Hyde moved to Greville Street 

because a number of his friends were already renting there and because he was attracted to 

the lifestyle he found there, enjoying the proximity of exciting food options and the nearby left-

wing bookshop. The house of five hosted a continual stream of visitors who came to the house 

for club meetings, parties, and to produce the Monash Labor Club magazine, Print. They hosted 

a party every Friday night, attended by Monash University students as well as students and 

friends from Carlton, on the other side of the city.  

Daniel, an interviewee who was president of the Monash Labor Club in the late 1960s, 

said of those parties that they attracted a diverse range of people because they were 

advertised to the Carlton scene as well as the Monash scene. “We advertised in Print, which 

meant we not only got the lefties, which is what we were trying to do, but we also got …  it 

went round the pubs in Carlton and South Yarra, so we got all sorts of odd people at our 

parties”.86 This illustrates how the two hubs of activity were connected. Daniel identified the 

types of people that came to the parties from Carlton as bohemians, artists and hedonists. 

                                                 
84 Gray, Friends, Fashion and Fabulousness, 18. 
85 Judith Buckrich, “The Best Time of their Lives: Researching the History of Prahran Technical School,” Provenance: 
The Journal of Public Record Office Victoria 5 (2006). https://www.prov.vic.gov.au/explore-collection/provenance-
journal/provenance-2006/best-time-their-lives accessed 15 August 2018.  
86 Daniel Newton, interview with Molly Mckew, May 31, 2018, Ascot Vale, Victoria. 
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This excerpt from a memoir by former resident of Prahran Rob Greaves describes the 

attraction of the suburb and the organic ways in which the countercultural lifestyle emerged at 

the time. Greaves inhabited “The Bakery” with a group of other young people for 18 months 

after it had acted as the Monash University Labor Club headquarters, and before it became 

Feedwell Foundry Health Food shop and bakery in 1972.  

 

I moved into Greville Street circa 1970, as it was just becoming one of two central 

gathering places for the growing “hippy” scene in Melbourne. Contrary to popular 

belief, that “scene” wasn't a big one, in fact to be labelled a hippy was done with 

considerable venom by the community at large, but we wore the label without actually 

giving it much thought, because we were living and discovering a lifestyle and 

philosophy, one that wasn’t concerned about the labels others may use. The Greville 

Street scene was growing quite organically, not planned, and hell we didn't want, let 

alone have the desire, to create a “scene”. It just evolved because the shops and flats 

were in poor repair, the street, certainly from the train line up to Chapel Street, was 

largely abandoned. And we needed somewhere “invisible” and cheap to live ... 

 

This blog post by the owner of Palm Beads, a bead shop that opened on Greville Street 

from 1984 similarly describes the growth of Prahran’s counterculture in the 1970s:  

 

It was the 70s, [when] hippies gradually gave way to punks, musicians, actors, writers, 

directors, poets, artists and drug addicts. There were 4 proper opportunity shops, and 

lots of second hand clothes, antiques and collectables stores. Quirky individual shops 

run by very quirky individuals opened there [sic] doors, often living above the shop. 

Living rooms became shops … Greville street was synonymous with a vibrant youth 

culture, retro clothing, alternative outlook and live music, venue posters adorned the 
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poles. School kids playing truant for the day would bus and train to Greville Street, from 

as far away as Portland and Euroa [in rural Victoria].87 

 

These descriptions reveal the ways in which the countercultural scene grew organically 

due to the desire for cheap housing and “alternative” and new ways of living — whether it be 

by eating new types of food, buying antique furniture and used clothes, or discovering one’s 

creativity through new forms of musical expression. In line with the sentiments of many of my 

interviewees, Greave’s recollections emphasise the unintentional nature of the formation of a 

“scene” and a countercultural identity — it is only with the benefit of hindsight that one can see 

how these activities and desires culminated to create a new, historically significant alternative 

lifestyle movement.  

Young people were attracted to Prahran by the cheap rent, but also, similarly to Carlton, 

by the leisure pursuits, diversity, density, and new experiences that could be found there. The 

photo that begins this section, by photographer Rennie Ellis, depicts a busy cannabis stand, 

demonstrating the openness with which one could go about a countercultural lifestyle in this 

space and the visual presence of these alternative cultures.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
87 Palm Beads. 2018. “Greville Street,” Palm Beads (blog), September 2008, 
https://www.palmbeads.com.au/blogs/our-blog  
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Figure 2.6. Feedwell Foundry Far Out Funky Foods, Greville Street, Prahran, 1972. [Source: 

Stonnington History Centre, “1972 [Feedwell Foundry, Greville Street, Prahran],” accessed 15 

April 2019. http://www.picturevictoria.vic.gov.au/site/stonnington/miscellaneous/10973.html] 
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Figure 2.7. Alice’s Restaurant Bookshop advert, late 1968/early 1969 [Source: Reason in Revolt – 

Source documents of Australian Radicalism, “Advertisement: Alice’s restaurant bookshop,” 

accessed April 15, 2019.  http://www.reasoninrevolt.net.au/bib/PR0001648.htm] 

 

St Kilda 
 
Like photographer Rennie Ellis, discussed above, Carol Jerrems documented the 

countercultures of Carlton, Fitzroy and St Kilda in the 1970s, capturing its places, characters, 

and events. Jerrems’ photography takes us inside the intimate spaces of the counterculture, 
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showing us the bedrooms, homes and moments of everyday intimacy.88 One of her 

photographs, Vale Street, is set in the backyard of a friend’s sharehouse in St Kilda and depicts a 

topless young woman posing with two “sharpie” boys.89 Her work encapsulated some key 

features of the counterculture — openness with sexuality, youthful rebellion, and DIY art. In 

this particular picture, as articulated by Gael Newton, Senior Curator of Photography at the 

National Gallery of Australia, the depiction of sharpie boys was motivated by a countercultural 

commitment to documenting “the invisible in society”.90 Looking at this artistic production 

paints a poetic, visual and lyrical picture of the explorative, freedom-seeking counterculture 

that could be found in inner-urban suburbs like St Kilda.  

 

 

 

                                                 
88 You can see their work in publications such as Natalie King ed., Up Close: Carol Jerrems with Larry Clark, Nan 
Goldin and William Young (Melbourne, Vic.: Heide Museum of Modern Art: Schwartz Media, 2010); and Rennie 
Ellis, Decade: 1970–1980 (Richmond, Vic.: Hardie Grant, 2013).  
89 “Sharpies” refers to members of “sharpie” gangs, a youth subculture that appeared in Melbourne in the late 
1960s and early 1970s. Conor Duffy, “Sharpie die hards keep Australia's only home-grown youth subculture alive,” 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation News, August 31, 2015, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-08-31/sharpie-
die-hards-use-music-to-keep-subculture-alive/6738658 
90 National Gallery of Australia. 2013. “28850 Carol Jerrems (Vale Street) 1975.”  Uploaded on March 17, 2013. 
YouTube video, 4:37. Accessed 14 November, 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcTtMs3t9lE  
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Figure 2.8. “Vale Street 1975”, Carol Jerrems [Source: Source: National Gallery of Australia, 

“Carol Jerrems, ‘Vale Street’,” accessed April 12, 2019. 

https://nga.gov.au/federation/detail.cfm?WorkID=96378] 

 

St Kilda is a beachside suburb to the south of Melbourne’s central business district, 3 

kilometers from Prahran. Its two main retail and leisure strips are Fitzroy Street, which runs 

from a major arterial road down to the beachfront esplanade, and Acland Street, a narrow 

arcade parallel to the beach. St Kilda is home to several iconic music venues and is well known 

for its bohemian past, history of European migration and elements of “grunge”. The suburb 

contains a significant homeless community, a thriving drug trade, and a sex worker trade.91 

Since the 1990s, it has become populated by affluent professionals and a transient backpacker 

population. Similarly to Prahran and Fitzroy, it is regarded by many as having “lost” its 

countercultural credentials. In the last 10-15 years it has become a hub for an affluent 

                                                 
91 This is explored in James Rowe, Street walking blues: Sex work, St Kilda and the Street (Melbourne, Vic.: RMIT 
Publishing, 2006)  
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demographic and has been widowed from some of its heritage through the waves of urban 

redevelopment that occurred from the 1990s.92 

Its history, like that of the other suburbs discussed here, is a migrant and working class 

one. It became home to many Eastern-European Jewish migrants before and after the Second 

World War, when migrants fleeing anti-Semitism settled in the suburb through a process of 

chain migration. Fitzroy Street and Acland Street became the centre of Jewish social life in the 

1950s and 1960s and many businesses opened in the area to cater to this population. St Kilda 

had busy coffee shops and cake shops (Cafe Scheherezade and the Monarch cake shop being 

popular choices), a social street culture, and an intellectual life centred on a Yiddish language 

bookshop on Acland Street, Balberyszski. This active and dense street life attracted a 

burgeoning counterculture. As Judith Buckridge describes in her history of St Kilda, Acland 

Street: The Grand Lady of St Kilda: “The hubbub attracted artists, writers, musicians, social and 

political activists, the gay and lesbian community and thousands of the newly politically aware, 

alternative lifestyle baby boom generation to the area.”93 

Throughout the 1970s, St Kilda became populated by counterculturalists. Alongside 

Fitzroy, the suburb became one of two hubs for the punk scene, with the two suburbs enjoying 

somewhat of a friendly rivalry. The availability of one-bedroom flats in St Kilda, which made up 

one third of all of Melbourne’s one-bedroom apartments at the time, had an accelerating effect 

on St Kilda’s countercultural population. The prevalence of these small rental properties meant 

young single adults or childless couples could secure an affordable rental property, thus 

attracting a young artistically-driven population and providing a catalyst for gentrification.94 

Venues catering to this countercultural population emerged in the 1970s. The Crystal 

Ballroom in the Seaview Hotel was well-known for hosting raucous punk gigs from 1978, a 

scene created by, as described by Miles Brown, a regular patron of the Crystal Ballroom, “a new 

                                                 
92 These changes are explored in Kate Shaw, “Whose image: Global restructuring and community politics in the 
inner city,” MA thesis, School of Social Science and Planning, Faculty of the Constructed Environment, RMIT 
University, 1999. Available online: http://stkildahistory.org.au/images/books/Whose%20Image.pdf  
93 Judy Buckrich, Acland Street: The Grand Lady of St Kilda (St Kilda West, Vic.: Australian Teachers of Media Inc., 
2017), 100. 
94 Kate Shaw, “Local Limits to Gentrification: Implications for a new Urban Policy,” in Gentrification in a Global 
Context: The New Urban Colonialism, edited by Rowland Atkinson and Gary Bridge, 172-188 (New York: Routledge, 
2005), 180. 
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generation of bored and discontented youth.” Brown describes how the staircase leading up to 

the ballroom provided a “convenient arena to be seen — dressed in everything from leather, 

studs and safety pins, to garbage bags and skintight plastic garments, ballroom gowns and 

cocktail dresses, exploding coloured hair, 60s retro, white shirts and skinny ties, that zombie 

office look with showcase pallid tan, and so on … in theory everyone could be in a band now, 

and just about everybody was.”95 The Esplanade Hotel on the foreshore hosted music in a 

range of genres (and still does), as did the Prince of Wales band room. The Prince of Wales car 

park was known to be home to a thriving drug trade.96 In a Richard Lowenstein documentary 

about Melbourne’s punk history, We’re Living on Dog Food, one interviewee describes the draw 

of St Kilda: “It was a very seedy area, you’re sort of sharing the street with junkies and drunks 

and prostitutes, and that sleaziness just made it all the more exciting and magic.”97  

St Kilda is also well-known for its gay and lesbian history. In 1969, two St Kilda residents, 

Claudia Contessini and Marion Paul, started a lesbian support group out of an Acland Street flat, 

with one of their members becoming the first woman to be interviewed about being a lesbian 

on national television.98 By the 1970s, a visible gay culture was emerging. Though gay and 

lesbian historian Graham Willett notes that there was a gay culture present from the 1930s in 

late night coffee lounges, these venues were not publicly and explicitly marketed to a gay 

population.99 From 1977, the Prince of Wales Hotel hosted the first drag queen nights in 

Melbourne, called Pokey’s Drag Shows and from 1980 the founder of Pokey’s started a female 

equivalent, Penny’s.100 From 1979, Melbourne’s first gay men’s venue open seven nights a 

week was established in St Kilda, a leather and cowboy themed bar called Mandate.101 The gay 

and lesbian history of St Kilda is honored with the Melbourne Pride March, which departs from 

St Kilda each year. In the 1970s, St Kilda became home to a visible and expressive population of 
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artists, activists, intellectuals and alternative lifestyle seekers. By the 1980s, as Kate Shaw writes 

in her recollections of living in the suburb, “the identity of local counterculture was strong and 

St Kilda’s place in Australian urban subculture seemed assured.”102 

 

Conclusion: more than just a place  
 
In this chapter, I have mapped out and described the hubs of countercultural activity that 

emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, giving a sense of the feel and look of these spaces, what 

people did in them, and how the counterculture transformed them. It is clear that Fitzroy, 

Carlton, Prahran, and St Kilda were becoming well-known as communities that visibly 

reaffirmed alternative values and rejected conservatism. This progressive atmosphere was 

tightly wound up with these suburbs’ histories as home to working-class and migrant 

populations. The “exotic” and “grungy” feel of the suburbs were drawn on by 

counterculturalists to underline their own embrace of alternative lifestyles and their rejection 

of conservatism. They catered to their new, alternative lifestyles with initiatives like health food 

shops, social justice organisations, music and theatre venues, and even created their own 

alternative lifestyle directory, the People’s Yelo Pages, to help counterculturalists navigate this 

new urban way of life.103  

Carlton, Fitzroy, Collingwood, Prahran and St Kilda were transformed in the 1960s and 

1970s — the look and feel of the suburbs and streets changed and so did the diversity of the 

population who utilised them. This chapter has emphasied how visual and sensory markers of 

alternative and progressive values were important factors in the growth of these suburbs. The 

experimental clothing, new and interesting foods, and public, creative events such as poetry 

readings and live music attracted counterculturalists to them and imbued the spaces with a 

new, progressive, urban culture. In the 1960s and 1970s, these inner-urban hubs became more 

than physical places, but alternative spaces which signified counterculturalists’ hopes for a 

progressive future. In the next three chapters, I will examine the lifestyles led by 
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counterculturalists in more detail, examining how they thought about and related to money, 

food, home, clothes, love, work, creativity, and family.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 93 

Chapter 3: The countercultural lifestyle: Money, 
travel, drugs, food, & cultural diversity 

 
The previous chapter mapped out the public spaces in which the counterculture flourished 

between 1965 and 1980. I examined pre-existing aspects of the space that attracted the 

counterculture and the ways in which the counterculture experienced and transformed these 

inner-urban suburbs. In this chapter, I look in more detail at aspects of the countercultural 

lifestyle that took place both inside and outside of the home, examining the ways in which 

counterculturalists thought about money, home, travel, drugs, food and cultural diversity. Using 

oral histories and published material, this chapter aims to examine how a progressive politics 

was embedded into the everyday lives of counterculturalists through consumption and leisure 

practices. These practices carried with them a critique of the conservative past and hopes for a 

progressive future. Although the countercultural lifestyle may have been disparaged as trend-

following that lacked genuine political intention, this chapter argues that the day-to-day 

countercultural lifestyle carried with it genuine and profound societal critiques. 

It was perceived that living in new and alternative ways would challenge the status-quo 

and revolutionise the Western way of life. Kim, who began work at the Shakahari vegetarian 

restaurant in Carlton in 1978, says the restaurant was attractive for counterculturalists because 

they were looking for anything different:  

 

People liked it because it was one of the original hippy hangouts. They would come 

upstairs and say, ‘wow, a silver ceiling, that is so spaced out’ … It was a time when 

everyone who was here was looking for a break from normal life. Back then you had 

options; you didn't have to achieve anything if you didn't want to. Living in an 

alternative way was considered an achievement. Our focus was to be alternative — that 

was your profession.1 

 

                                                 
1 Michael Harden, “Melting Pot,” The Age, November 4, 2008, https://www.theage.com.au/lifestyle/melting-pot-
20081104-ge7hux.html. 
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Kim emphasises how seeking pastimes and spaces that were new and different to the 

dominant, conservative culture was key to — and almost the point of — the countercultural 

lifestyle in the inner-urban space.  

A useful summation of the lifestyle trends pursued by the countercultures of the late 

1960s and 1970s can be found in this tongue-in-cheek, but nonetheless illuminating list of 

oppositions from a book called The Political Dice-Men, a 1974 rumination on left-wing 

Australian politics by sociologist Andrew Campbell and political journalist Peter Blazey (Blazey 

was also secretary to the Environment Minister, Moss Cass, under Labor Prime Minister Gough 

Whitlam). In their chapter on “Political trendyism” the authors draw out the political  

implications behind what was and what was not trendy. They argue that examining trendyism 

“helps to describe the changing alliances and revaluations that were occurring in the urban 

electorate during the early ‘70s.”2 The list of oppositions below (see table 1) provides an idea of 

what counterculturalists was reacting against and the new ideas and activities they pursued. 

Indeed, these dislikes were reflected in my interviews. Sarah articulated her preference for 

muesli over cornflakes because cornflakes symbolised Americanised commercialism, and Janis 

moved from North Balwyn to Carlton as a young adult because “it was about as non-North-

Balwyn as you could imagine”.  

 

Trendy 

Muesli 

Carlton 

Drop out 

Inches, feet, yards 

Co-habitation 

Bicycle 

Socialism 

Advance Australia Fair 

Not trendy 

Corn flakes 

Balwyn 

Drop scone 

Metric system 

Marriage 

Automobile 

Private Enterprise 

God Save the Queen 

                                                 
2 Peter Blazey and Andrew Campbell, The Political Dice Men (Fitzroy, Vic.: Outback Press, 1974), 229. 
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Marijuana 

Bisexuality 

Bare feet 

Earthenware 

“Doing your own thing” 

Blow Job 

Alternative reality 

Sexist 

Bob Dylan 

Holism 

Liquor 

Monogamy 

Pantyhose 

Plastic 

Capitalist individualism 

Blow wave 

Madness 

Male 

Neil Diamond 

Individualism 

Table 1. A list of “trendy” versus “not trendy” items, from Peter Blazey and Andrew Campbell, 

The Political Dice Men (Fitzroy, Vic. : Outback Press, 1974), pg 229.  

 

By the early 1970s, the political activism and left-wing agitation (based around far-left 

and anti-war politics) of the mid-to-late 1960s had become part of a broader lifestyle politics 

where protest was one of many countercultural activities and interests. Australian sociologist 

Raewyn Connell describes this process of old-left politics morphing into a politics of lifestyle as 

the “embodied politics” of the “new-left”. As she describes: “‘Being there’ politically applied to 

households, classrooms, sexual relations, workplaces and the natural environment. The new-

left had a tendency to become a way of life’.”3 For some interviewees, as discussed in the 

introduction, the “politico” (far-left activist) side of the counterculture was entirely different to 

the self-expressive, explorative, and more hedonistic counterculture. For many, however, 

leisure, hedonism and living in alternative ways was part of a general protest against 

conservatism and dominant Western values – a general rebellion against “the system”.  

High Times, a countercultural magazine published in Australia between 1970 and 1971, 

described the ways in which the counterculture incorporated various interests and lifestyles: 

                                                 
3 Raewyn Collins, “‘Ours is in colour’: The New Left of the sixties, forty years on,” Overland, November 12, 2008, 
https://overland.org.au/2008/11/%E2%80%98ours-is-in-color%E2%80%99-the-new-left-of-the-sixties-forty-years-
on/.  
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“you get all these different states and stages of revolution in different spheres, and people 

begin to build links and then a cultural identity emerges. Dope, music, handicrafts, sexual habits 

and clothes all relate to this.” The author describes how these disparate interests can be 

understood as achieving a somewhat cohesive goal:   

 

The counterculture consists of really militant people who, each working on their own 

dimension, are making revolution. Yet each dimension of the counterculture involves an 

attack on bourgeois society.4 

  

There is little scholarship available that examines the emergence of this politicised, 

urban countercultural lifestyle. This contrasts with the vast amount of research that has been 

conducted on far-left politics and activism in this era. Thus, it is possible that the politically 

transformative power of the countercultural lifestyle has been understated and under-

acknowledged. As North-American historian Michael William Doyle has argued, “the impact of 

the counterculture has been profound, but because so many countercultural practices have 

become mainstream, they are difficult to see… we move around in it, and we are not sure 

where it came from.”5  

Not everybody who lived a progressive lifestyle in the 1960s and 1970s did so with 

conscious political intent, though many did. Those who took on the aesthetics and lifestyle 

markers of the counterculture without a conscious and intentional political commitment to 

progressive values may have been criticised for lacking “authentic” countercultural credentials. 

Gina said that even though she socialised within a countercultural milieu, she often felt like an 

inauthentic counterculturalist because she had a full-time job and only developed the 

confidence to pursue her creative ideas later in life.6 Another interviewee, June, who worked in 

advertising while living and socialising amongst Carlton’s counterculture, recalled that she was 

                                                 
4 David Dunstan, Alistair King and David Stape, “16 Slides on the Revolution,” High Times 1, no. 3 (October 1971): 
35. 
5 Zoe Corbyn, “The long summer of love: historians get hip to the lasting influences of '60s counterculture,” 
Chronicle of Higher Education 64, no. 2 (2017).  
6 Gina Hardy, interview with Molly Mckew, June 15, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria.  
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somewhat aware of the way in which she was “working for the man” at the same time as 

socialising in an environment where working full-time with big corporations as clients was not 

“trendy”.7 

I argue that regardless of authenticity and political intention, the incorporation of 

countercultural interests and pastimes into a trendy, inner-urban lifestyle was a meaningful 

shift that had a political impact. Inner-urban counterculturalists put their societal critiques and 

progressive values into practise through day-to-day choices, living out a progressive politics in 

profound ways. In this chapter, I will look at the ways in which counterculturalists lived, 

examining their relationship to food, work, self-expression, clothing, cultural diversity, and 

money to explore how they “embodied” their countercultural politics in different ways. These 

patterns of living can reveal something about what counterculturalists were seeking to leave 

behind and their hopes for a progressive future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 June O’Hanlon, interview with Molly Mckew, November 7, 2018, Abbotsford, Victoria.  
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Money, career, home and travel  

 
Figure 3.1. “Employment <<and un- >> and money” in The people's yelo pages: a resource guide 

to living in Melbourne. [Source: Kevin Minchin, The people's yelo pages: a resource guide to 

living in Melbourne (Prahran, Vic.: People's Pages, 1975).] 

 

This section is mainly about money; most of us need it and have to work out a 

satisfactory way of getting hold of some. And when you get it, there’s the hassle of how 

to put it to best use. Some people reckon the world money system will collapse before 

the end of the seventies; with this in mind, you still need money to get out of the city 

and set yourself up subsistence wise in the country. And if Keynesian economics is 

falling apart, then we need to develop new value and exchange systems, or forget 

possessiveness and start learning to share ... When Armageddon comes you’ll probably 

find me and many others on your country doorstep. 
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The People’s Yelo Pages, 1975. 8 

 

In the passage above, the dismissive way in which the writers speak about money — 

“when you get it, there’s the hassle of how to put it to best use” — reveals the ambivalent 

relationship towards money experienced by many counterculturalists. The blurb also reveals 

the perceived urgency of restructuring the economic system because of the potential fall of 

capitalism. These sentiments were echoed in interviews. For counterculturalists, the inner-

urban space was a refuge from the perceived materialist pressures of suburbia, where it 

seemed it was important to own a home, car and expensive household appliances. 

Interviewees often emphasised their joy at being around people who did not seem to care 

about earning money, maintaining cleanliness, or buying the right home products, curtains or 

branded food. Having lower standards of living was a marker of a progressive mindset. As 

Lyndal Walker emphasised in her 2012 Meanjin essay on sharehousing, which recalls her 

experiences living in Fitzroy in the late 1970s, “living in squalor seemed like a revolutionary 

strategy”.9  

Although the majority of counterculturalists I interviewed came from middle-class 

backgrounds, many lived on limited funds in their youth, relying on unemployment payments, 

student allowances, sporadic payments for artistic pursuits, or limited allowances from families. 

They remember making resourceful decisions to stay afloat, like cooking big inexpensive 

communal meals, creating makeshift furniture, or living in very cramped conditions. No-one 

seemed to recall any misery associated with this hardship however; rather, this way of living 

was part of their lifestyle, a way of indicating their separation from the mainstream. Living 

simply, and with little money, was an indicator of anti-materialistic values. 

Many counterculturalists emphasised how in their milieu, artistic, political or intellectual 

pastimes seemed to instead be the priority. When Gina moved from her family home in 

Caulfield to Carlton in the mid-1960s she obtained a job in a clothes shop. She never wanted for 

money, but recalls admiring the artistically-driven people around her for the sacrifices they 

                                                 
8 Kevin Minchin, The people's yelo pages: a resource guide to living in Melbourne (Prahran, Vic.: People's Pages, 
1975), 15. 
9 Lyndal Walker, “Share Houses,” Meanjin 71, no. 4 (2012): 60-67. 
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made to pursue their goals. “I don’t think I would have had the guts to ... live on so little money, 

and not have a roof over my head or having to rent places and not having any security and that, 

and not knowing where your next meal is coming from” she said. But “that seemed to be that 

way” in her milieu. For Gina, this admiration was driven by a criticism of her parents’ way of 

life: “I did see that people’s [in Caulfield] values went into material things and that you know, 

that cultural things were much more valuable and rewarding than that, so I did criticise it a lot, 

yeah.” I asked her whether it was “trendy” to not have money. She said that not caring about 

money was “a rejection of capitalism, of the values of capitalism and materialism.” Acquiring 

wealth was simply not valued by those around her: “I don’t think if anyone got any money they 

would use it in a flashy sort of way. Nobody would buy an entry [to the scene].”10 Gina’s friend 

Hannah added: “I think the odd people who were rich would certainly play it down… they 

would maybe be a bit embarrassed about it or something.”11 

Some counterculturalists who lived in subpar housing or in areas perceived as dangerous 

and slumlike recalled this way of living with an element of joy. Alice, originally from Perth, lived 

in Fitzroy and Carlton after leaving a residential college associated with The University of 

Melbourne. Her first house in Fitzroy was a double-story terrace next door to an alcoholic who 

would sit on his front doorstep and drink methylated spirits. She recalled the “squalor” of the 

various sharehouses she lived in, laughing about how her parents would have disapproved of 

her dining table, made from one side of a pine packing case, the rising damp on the walls, and 

the metal containers in which she kept her food, which she bought in bulk. She says of the 

conditions of this house, “it was terrible… but we loved it! It was home, and we had a toilet 

outside and bathroom upstairs and it was just such fun”.12 

The trendiness of not having much money, or at least appearing to not have money, was 

summed up in a 2009 interview with Bert Deling and Gary Waddell. Deling directed the 1976 

film about the Melbourne drug scene, Pure Shit, and Waddell played a leading role. This 

interview clip depicts the two former Carlton residents taking the interviewer around their 

former haunts in Carlton. Deling gestures up an alleyway, saying: “I lived in about five places 

                                                 
10 Gina Hardy, interview with Molly Mckew, June 15, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria.  
11 Hannah Walter, interview with Molly Mckew, June 15, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria. 
12 Alice Gray, interview with Molly Mckew, May 22, 2018, Melbourne, Victoria.  
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within three streets of here, all of them you wouldn’t call inhabitable really, all filled with 

students like myself who were starving to death with a certain amount of style.”13  

Pursuing a traditional career trajectory was also seen as conservative to some 

counterculturalists, though most people I interviewed were undertaking studies or working full-

time when they lived amongst the counterculture. The People’s Yelo Pages section on work 

reveals some of the perceived pitfalls of full-time work and careerism. This entry, fittingly titled 

“un-careers”, discusses a variety of ways in which to earn money outside of the 9-5 office job 

model, for example fruit-picking or other casual labour. These jobs were described as such:  

 

There are some kinds of work which aren’t such a drag, because they have flexible 

hours; leave you time free to do other things and keep your head on the level; don’t 

require you to adopt a “professional” or other role while you’re on the job; the boss 

doesn’t breathe down your neck all the time; they pay a good hourly rate without 

requiring academic qualifications; or they’re just slack and give you time to dag around 

with your workmates, get stoned and read a book.14  

 

Here, the 9-5 work trajectory is seen as too structured and repressive of human 

freedom. Echoing these sentiments was a column titled “The Curse of the Thinking Class” in a 

1974 edition of The Living Daylights. This article argued that careerism results in a bland 

personality: “about 10 years ago, I began to notice that the only people around me who had 

anything interesting to say, didn’t work. People caught up in a career become shallow, one 

dimensional, narrowly ambitious … the busier they got, the more boring they became.”15 

Structuring one’s lifestyle around the pursuit of a traditional career trajectory was seen 

as a way of life that supported a broader capitalist system, resulted in uncreative and bland 

lives, and took away from more meaningful pursuits, like art, music and “simple” joys, like 

reading or getting stoned. There also seemed to be an exoticisation of working-class jobs 

                                                 
13 Gezza1967, “Carlton back in the 1970s with Burt and Gaz. Part 1,” YouTube, June 5, 2012. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eCaGTm7_Ac4. 
14 Minchin, The people's yelo pages, 27.  
15 Harry Gumboot, “The Curse of the Thinking Class,” The Living Daylights (January 1974): 5.  



 102 

amongst counterculturalists. Any desire for material comfort and material goods might have 

been regarded as conservative, materialistic, and regressive. For counterculturalists, not caring 

about money in favour of more “meaningful” pursuits was a way in which to reject a 

conservative, materialistic, past.   

A desire to travel to non-English speaking countries was also common in the 

counterculture. Travelling to foreign countries encapsulated an explorative mindset, an 

eschewal of Western standards of living, and a rejection of routine and parochialism. The 

“hippy trail” in particular, a route which took travellers through Indonesia, Thailand, Nepal, 

India and Afghanistan, and then west to Europe, was a popular undertaking for countercultural 

travellers from the 1960s.16 Travelling in non-Western countries was a way of discovering how 

others lived and demonstrated a commitment to doing away with material comfort. Many 

countries on the hippy trail lacked the tourist infrastructure they now have and travellers would 

have experienced a stark difference to the standards of living they had experienced in Australia.  

Travelling in non-Western countries was trendy because it demonstrated one’s open-

mindedness and anti-materialism. In her memoir, Melbourne-raised author Kate Veitch 

describes how she and her fellow “travellers” were keen to distance themselves from other, 

mainstream “tourists” on her first trip overseas in 1973, to Java, Indonesia: “We ‘travellers’ 

took care to distinguish ourselves from the ‘tourists’ we so despised: staying in lodgings with as 

few Western facilities as possible, cultivating a blasé attitude toward ailments such as 

dysentery.”17 Similarly, in her memoir, Jan O’Connell describes how for countercultural 

travellers in the early 1970s, “stories of hardship were brandished like badges of honour. They 

returned thinner, more resourceful”.18  

In a satirical 1970 article in the countercultural magazine Revolution, Helen Garner 

describes how travelling became a powerful way in which one could demonstrate one’s 

progressive politics. She describes “the game”, a silent competition between oneself and other 

                                                 
16 Sharif Gemie, “Cross-cultural communication and the Hippy Trail 1957–78,” Interventions: International Journal 
of Postcolonial Studies 19, no. 5-6 (2017): 666-676.  
17 Kate Veitch, “Small eye: Wanderings with and without a camera,” Griffith Review 37 (2012): 49-57.   
18 Jan O’Connell, Me and my big mouth: Living through Australia’s food revolution (Burnley, Vic.: Thinktag Books, 
2013), 111. 
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hip travellers, where, “the aim of the game is to give the impression that you, compared with 

the other Europeans present, have travelled further, by more primitive means, finding out 

more, by expending less effort and less money, and are treating the whole business of being a 

traveller with the utmost cool — as if there’s nothing out of the ordinary in being there.” If you 

reveal a desire to say, have a shower, or express surprise or naive pleasure at some aspect of 

local culture, you lose the game. Garner further comments on the importance of not disclosing 

one’s middle-class background, nor one’s name: “Never talk about where you come from, or 

what you do for a living, or particularly how you earned the money to make the trip...never 

introduce yourself… not many travellers have parents groovy enough to have given them a 

name that would score points if mentioned in Quetta, Istanbul or Ragoon.”19 Garner’s tongue-

in-cheek critique of countercultural narratives around international travel speak to the ways in 

which, in the countercultural milieu, being naive, sheltered, materialistic, and money-oriented 

was deemed unrebellious, old-fashioned, and decidedly un-trendy. The ways in which you 

travelled overseas, and where you decided to travel, carried with it a profound countercultural 

politics.  

 

Clothing 
 
Discourses around clothing amongst counterculturalists reflected progressive values such as 

self-expression, interest in non-Western cultures, and gender equality. Because the 

counterculture I examine in this thesis is diverse, there was not a single mode of dressing 

common to all counterculturalists. Early countercultures like beatniks for example, wore black 

turtlenecks as a statement of sophistication and many young counterculturalists influenced by 

“hippy” cultures wore muslin shirts from India.20 “Dressing down” was a way of displaying a 

politics of anti-materialism. Val Noone, who founded the open house in Fitzroy discussed in 

                                                 
19 Helen Garner, “The Travelling Game,” Revolution 1, no. 2 (1970): 18-19.  
20 This is noted in Alan Bisbort, Beatniks: a guide to an American subculture (Santa Barbara, CL: Greenwood Press, 
2009), and was referenced by two of my interviewees as their clothing of choice, inspired by the beatnik 
subculture. Mary Alford, interview with Molly Mckew, March 2, 2017, Daylesford, Victoria; Sarah Davies, interview 
with Molly Mckew, July 4, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria; Frank Hanley and June O’Hanlon, interview with Molly 
Mckew, November 7, 2018, Abbotsford, Victoria. 
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chapter two, said that when he and his housemates began to sleep and feed people in need 

within their own home, they also began to live and dress more simply as a personal 

commitment to their politics of anti-greed.21 The authors of the Political Dice-Men argue, 

tongue-in-cheek, that “dressing down” was a way in which counterculturalists could ease their 

conscience about their privilege and separate themselves from the rest of the “greedy” West. 

“Everyone must try to ease his conscience, whether it is by the provision of compost heaps in 

the home or wearing Third World dress to register sympathy for the poverty stricken peasants 

of the underdeveloped countries.”22 Indeed, many countercultural dwellers bought clothes 

second-hand, from artisanal stores, in overseas travels, or borrowed them from friends or 

family. An article in The Age about a Carlton counterculturalist, an actor living on the dole, 

reports that the actor wore only “second-hand, patched, recycled or communal” clothing and 

had long hair in a ponytail and a full-beard, typical fashion for Carlton counterculturalists.23 

In the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, dress standards became more casual. This 

reflected a societal shift away from formality and displays of status. Jeans were popular in the 

counterculture from early in the 1970s. Frank and June, a couple who I interviewed together, 

remember jeans arriving very suddenly as “the uniform of a generation.”24 Jeans symbolised 

youth culture and encapsulated a countercultural, egalitarian spirit. As articulated by historian 

Donald Horne regarding their popularity, jeans portrayed “a sense of the common ordinariness 

of humanity that was denied by political and social systems. In their jeans they were all sisters 

and brothers.”25  

Pants and informal dress — i.e, no pantyhose and no coiffed and chemical ridden hair — 

symbolised a commitment to gender equality. Pants and jeans were androgynous, practical, 

and desexualising. A 1977 New York Times article titled “Feminism’s effect on fashion” 

discussed how women’s liberation had changed the way young women in the U.S dressed 

throughout the 1970s, with jeans, practical clothing, and natural flowing hair symbolising 

liberation from the strictures of conservative dress. Further, choosing comfortable clothing 

                                                 
21 Val Noone, interview with Molly Mckew, June 20, 2017, Fitzroy, Victoria.  
22 Blazey and Campbell, The Political Dice Men, 238.  
23 Roger Aldridge, “Copping it sweet: they say they seek a new lifestyle – on $23 a week,” The Age, April 6, 1974.  
24 Frank Hanley and June O’Hanlon, interview with Molly Mckew, November 7, 2018, Abbotsford, Victoria.  
25 Donald Horne, Time of hope: Australia 1966–1972 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1980), 34. 
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rather than socially acceptable, formal clothing demonstrated women’s autonomy over their 

bodies. The author argued:  

 

Gone forever are the days when “they” — whoever “they” were—dictated a color, a 

look, a skirt length. The early 1970s was the period that was referred to — erroneously, I 

believe — as the anti-fashion time. The young wore blue jeans and shirts with no bras, 

and women seeking to express their individuality wore pants … in fashion-conscious 

cities like New York, dresses languished on the racks during the first flush of the 

women's movement. It was considered “in” to be casual and unconcerned about 

fashion.26 

 

Indeed, more than one of my interviewees referred to feminists or lesbians with 

reference to their jeans or overalls — it was an aesthetic marker of a feminist mindset.27 

Further, a “natural” look indicated an aversion to dominant beauty standards and greedy 

cosmetics companies. A Living Daylights article from 1974 titled “Courted and Conned: the big 

bright cosmetic come on”, discussed the interplay between women’s physical appearance and 

women’s liberation. It argued that even though women were enjoying more equal rights legally, 

the pressure to wear make-up was holding back women’s liberation. The illustration 

accompanying the article (figure 3.2, below) drew a connection between wearing make-up and 

Western warfare, with fighter planes dropping bombs in the background and a heavily made-up 

and masked woman in the foreground. Anne Summers, a feminist scholar and writer 

interviewed for the article, argued that “women at university seem to be caught between two 

worlds — whether to be liberated, independent and projecting their selfhood, or to follow the 

fashion of the city. A lot of them talk about liberation and still seem to want to be a sex object, 

for example they will have bleached hair”. The article concluded by emphasising the 

importance of pursuing a feminist politics, creativity, and individuality in the way in which one 

looks and dresses: 

                                                 
26 Carrie Donovan, “Feminism’s effect on fashion,” New York Times, August 28, 1977.  
27 Mary Alford, Interview with Molly Mckew, March 2, 2017, Daylesford, Victoria; Mary Roberts, Interview with 
Molly Mckew, August 1, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria.  
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When women start seeing themselves as whole and naturally beautiful human beings, 

who are capable of creative and individual expression in their personality and in their 

dress, then women’s lib can be said to have really reached home.28 

 
Figure 3.2. Illustration from “Courted and Conned: the big bright cosmetic come on.” 

[Source: Margaret Smith, “Courted and Conned: the big bright cosmetic come on,” The 

Living Daylights, February 12, 1974] 

 

Countercultural values could also be seen in the way in which some counterculturalists 

pursued an eclectic aesthetic, which indicated a playful, referential, and cosmopolitan outlook. 

Many donned muslin Indian shirts, beads, or long skirts from overseas. In the late 1960s and 

early 1970s it was popular to wear items with “ethnic” embroidery, Mexican dresses, and 

Afghan sheepswool coats and kaftans.29 In 1966, the countercultural Oz magazine described the 

                                                 
28 Margaret Smith, “Courted and Conned: the big bright cosmetic come on,” The Living Daylights (February 1974): 
21. 
29 Iain McIntyre ed., Tomorrow is today: Australia in the psychedelic era: 1966- 1970 (Kent Town, South Australia: 
Wakefield Press, 2006), 156. 
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typical countercultural male traveller on the “hippy trail”. The traveller would wear clothes that 

were “ostentatiously ethnic”, featuring “an Arabian headdress, Indian sandals and beads, 

Nepalese earrings, a Thai Buddhist shoulder bag, an Afghanistan embroidered leather coat and 

blue jeans”.30 Other counterculturalists donned “outrageous” clothing to showcase a libertarian 

and playful spirit and shock the “straights” of society – for example, Mary, the interviewee 

discussed in chapter one.31 This desire to embrace eclecticism in one’s appearance was a 

pointed contrast to the conservative and formal nature of mainstream dress at the time. 

June and Frank, who worked in the same advertising firm, described how they purchased 

several army camouflage coats which they started to wear in the workplace. This was described 

by the couple as somewhat of an anti-authoritarian, playful subversion. As June expressed, “it 

was a kind of anti-military thing, to wear their clothes.” The same couple also spoke of wearing 

kaftans to work as a way of playing up the countercultural reputation they had cultivated as the 

“creatives” working alongside a bunch of “suits” at an advertising agency.32 Dawn, who lived in 

Fitzroy in the 1970s, describes her dress sense at the time and the way in which her mother 

rejected her second-hand shop taste in clothing:  

 

Bell bottomed jeans, high heeled Cuban riding boots, and a see through Chinese 

wedding blouse is what my going out outfit was. With nothing underneath it. No bra ... 

we thought we looked cool I suppose. Some of our friends were very clever at being 

cool on a small amount of money. I remember buying things in op-shops and my mother 

would just throw them in the garbage.33 

 

Buying clothes from unconventional sources or while travelling was a way to enjoy the 

self-expressive elements of fashion without spending money at mainstream shops and 

supporting big corporations. Letting your hair grow long and your facial hair grow out was also 

                                                 
30 Oz 29, August 1966. 
31 Mary Alford, interview with Molly Mckew, March 2, 2017, Daylesford, Victoria.  
32 Frank Hanley and June O’Hanlon, interview with Molly Mckew, November 7, 2018, Abbotsford, Victoria.  
33 Dawn Jackson, interview with Molly Mckew, May 16, 2017, Castlemaine, Victoria.  



 108 

a symbol of freedom from convention — it was natural, did not rely on an array of products to 

maintain, and was a symbol of personal liberation from the “system”.  

Sally Gray’s research on the founders of the fashion label Flamingo Park, founded in 

Sydney in 1973, traces the origins of the label to Carlton in the late 1960s. Gray’s work draws 

out the ways in which clothing and aesthetics were tied up with a progressive politics, 

highlighting how performative ways of dressing was part of Carlton’s progressive culture and an 

important part of the politics of gay and lesbian liberation. Designers Clarence Chai and Peter 

Tully, living in Carlton, frequented vintage stores and second-hand shops, dressing in 

referential, outrageous, and playful ways. Gray demonstrates how their interest in fashion was 

tied up with a politics of self-expression and identity formation: “Doing it yourself, crafting your 

own look, were part of a nostalgic zeitgeist, or in the case of punk, rebellion against style itself – 

self-expression and identity formation was central.”34  

Later, the Flamingo Park label would incorporate motifs from cultures around the world 

and Australian Indigenous cultures into their aesthetic, demonstrating how in this era, “the 

whole world’s fashion history, including tribal and ethnic dress traditions, provided inspiration 

for clothing that might signify utopian notions of transcultural identity, or even a stance against 

Western consumerism.”35 Gray’s work on the avant-garde fashion scene of the 1970s in 

Melbourne demonstrates how performative ways of dressing, the places in which you source 

your clothes, and the way you go about wearing them were tied up with the DIY, self-

expressive, identity-forming, anti-capitalist, and libertarian politics of the counterculture. 

The values of psychological liberation and self-expression were an important part of the 

countercultural lifestyle. Many contrasted it with the repressed and formal way of life 

perceived to exist in suburbia. To stand out aesthetically and express one’s feelings was seen as 

progressive. Raewyn Connell argues that the public emotion and expression that was part of 

the anti-war movement was somewhat of a catalyst for a general desire for emotional and 

physical liberation in the countercultural era, which manifested in a variety of ways: 

 

                                                 
34 Sally Gray, Friends, Fashion and Fabulousness: The Making of an Australian Style (North Melbourne, Vic.: 
Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2017), 5. 
35 Ibid. 5. 
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The public emotion of the anti-war movement was part of a wider expressiveness. 

Compared with the grimness of communism and social democracy, the new-left was a 

startling assertion of vivid life … Art, speech, music and dress, the more flamboyant the 

better, were felt to be part of the process of liberation.36 

 

Alcohol and drugs 
 
For many counterculturalists, alcohol and drugs were avenues for self-expression, creativity, 

and for connection with both one another and to one’s innermost self. Smoking marijuana was 

an everyday activity for many. Most recalled drinking wine more so than other alcoholic 

beverages like beer. Some conceptualised their own alcohol consumption as radically different 

from the problematic binge-drinking culture they perceived to exist in the mainstream because 

it was imagined that drinking alcohol or taking drugs was tied up with human connection and 

creativity. Hannah said, “I don’t remember doing drugs and alcohol without discussion or 

artwork involved.”37 Marijuana was imagined to be a social or creative drug, and many recalled 

nights at home smoking and listening to albums in the living room, or making big pots of food 

to share to cure the marijuana induced “munchies”. Further, because it was illegal, marijuana-

use was anti-authoritarian. 

Richard Neville, founder of the countercultural Oz magazine, defended marijuana in a 

1975 edition of the national magazine Nation Review. He said that although one should be wary 

of it, “dope stretches acceptance of new ideas and showers you with insights, some of which 

still make sense in the morning… save it for more creative adventures; the well-trodden 

gateways being music and sex. Sexually, grass makes you take risks, and in the kitchen it leads 

you to throw away the cookbook and conjure up your own culinary delights … or horrors.” He 

argues that marijuana is disruptive enough to one’s normal pattern of thought that, in an age 

where “people have sacrificed the need to think for themselves,” it “stops one shoplifting from 

the supermarket of contemporary ideas, inducing the desire to grow your own.”38 Similarly, Phil 
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38 Richard Neville, Out of my mind: from flower power to the third millennium: the seventies, the eighties and the 
nineties (Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin, 1996), 34.  



 110 

O’Carroll, who founded the Fitzroy Community School, said that he was attracted to smoking 

marijuana in the 1970s because it was “an expression of faith in nature” and entailed “some 

kind of liberation from just thinking in the box.”39 

LSD (colloquially, acid) was also used as a “consciousness-expanding” drug. Many 

counterculturalists who used it were inspired by Tom Wolfe’s Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, first 

published in the U.S. in 1968.40 This book followed the travels of the charismatic leader Ken 

Kesey and his experiments with group LSD trips, which were intended to achieve group 

transcendence. LSD was used by counterculturalists as a way to find beauty and a different way 

of perceiving. Frank, a photographer, remembers travelling to the Dandenong ranges outside of 

Melbourne to take acid and photograph his friends naked. He also described taking the drug at 

a “love-in” in a Carlton park. “We went and had a Chinese, a bowl of kind of Chinese soup, 

veggie soup, and every individual vegetable was so kind of revelationary. ‘This is the first time I 

have tasted carrot, it’s so carrot-y. And spring onion, spring onion, so chewy’!”41 

The countercultural magazine High Times featured significant content on drugs 

(unsurprising, given its name), including a marijuana-themed crossword, recipes for various 

marijuana-laced dishes, information sheets on the appearance and effects of certain drugs, 

where to find magic mushrooms, and think pieces on the relationship between drugs and 

countercultural politics. One piece, titled “16 slides on the revolution” said of drugs, “they 

smash your commitment to language. What they do, especially the psychedelics, is to fuck up 

the conditioned interaction structures of the brain. The brain sifts, feeds, orders and packages 

information in a particular way that results in a socially acceptable individual.” There was a 

narrative amongst counterculturalists that drugs could be used to free one from conditioning 

and see things in a new or more “pure” way. They were seen as aligned with spirituality, 

creativity, philosophy, and transcendence.42 

The same article, however, warned that taking drugs could morph into general 

hedonism and become meaningless. “The drug scene did help us work out a lot of the hang ups, 
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but like the man says, sooner or later, anything that’s an ally has to become an enemy. Sooner 

or later the mindlessness that went with a lot of the drug scene began to look just as absurd as 

the power tripping of the politicos.”43 An article in Revolution magazine (a predecessor to High 

Times) about magic mushrooms similarly warns of overconsumption. It argued that to access 

the spiritual gains of mushrooms you should consume them carefully and with intention: 

“Mushroom eaters always prepare themselves for some days beforehand, they decide exactly 

what it is they wish to achieve and ensure than any necessary directions are firmly imprinted on 

the mind as not to lose their objective during intoxication. Unless such procedure is attended 

to, the experience is likely to be merely a barrage of sensations and ideas … in reality no better 

than getting drunk every night.”44 Taking drugs seemed to speak of an anti-authoritarian spirit 

— it was hoped by many that the use of drugs such as LSD or marijuana would go some way in 

dismantling the psychological oppression of Western society. It is apparent though, that many 

were wary of the ways in which drug and alcohol use can descend into pure hedonism, taking 

away from its radicalism.  

 

Food 
 
The progressive politics of the counterculture was incorporated into the ways in which the 

counterculture thought about, shopped for, and consumed food. These consumption patterns 

indicated a desire for a cosmopolitan identity, a “natural” way of life, and an anti-corporate 

mindset. Inner-urban countercultural dwellers desired “natural” or “authentic” foods over 

processed and packaged “plastic” food from supermarkets. They were attracted to new migrant 

cuisines because, as discussed in chapter two, they was evocative of an adventurous, 

cosmopolitan and community-minded spirit. Health foods were attractive to counterculturalists 

for ideological or spiritual reasons. Further, the ways in which the counterculture shared meals 

within the home and were drawn to food cooperatives and markets revealed a communal 

mindset. 
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Jonathan Kauffman’s book, Hippie Food: How back-to-the-landers, longhairs and 

revolutionaries changed the way we eat, traces how food cooperatives, vegetarian cooking, and 

products like rice cakes and tofu became part of the countercultural lifestyle in the United 

States from the 1960s. Kauffman interviewed hippies, bakers, cooks, and waiters, and found 

that they were interested in what he calls “hippie food” because “America had betrayed their 

trust”. Their interest in alternative ways of finding sustenance was an important symbol of their 

resistance to corporate American culture.45 Similarly, in Australia, particular foods encapsulated 

countercultural critiques of mainstream Australian conservatism and capitalism. 

Many inner-urban counterculturalists in this period avoided packaged and supermarket 

food because it stood for consumerism, capitalism and wasteful mass-production. Feminist 

writer Germaine Greer said in an interview with a food journalist for Cincinatti Enquirer in 1971 

that “to me, cooking is not using packaged foods or contaminated ones. Organic foods yes, 

which means I have to buy expensive brown rice and cook that for hours on end.”46 This was 

perhaps a response to the rising dominance of supermarkets like Coles, Woolworths or Safeway 

in this era.47 Many counterculturalists thus shopped at small grocers, markets, and fruit and 

vegetable shops. June did regular food shops at the Queen Victoria Market from 1970, when 

she moved to Carlton. She enjoyed the community feel and vibrancy of the space: “visiting the 

market felt like going to another country … Italian stall holders held spirited conversations at 

the top of their lungs, Chinese grandmas directed the operations of their descendants at the 

counter.”48  

Further, counterculturalists might have been inspired by the ways in which the Italian 

migrants in Carlton and Fitzroy recreated the largely self-sufficient lifestyles of villages, planting 

vegetables, growing grapes for wine, curing salami and baking bread. They might have also 

been inspired to make artisanal or niche products after travelling overseas.49 In this era, 
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handmade products like sourdough bread gained popularity as alternatives to mass 

manufactured foods. Pamela Peacock, who co-founded the Feedwell Foundry health food shop 

and bakery in Prahran in 1972, said that she was driven to start baking sourdough bread after 

returning from a trip to London and realising that there were very few places in Melbourne 

where one could buy “decent” bread. She purchased organic wheat and rye flour from a 

Yugoslav migrant who lived in Epping, in Melbourne’s outer-northern suburbs. Pamela and her 

partner Brian delivered the bread to various restaurants, including Shakahari in Carlton, and 

patrons came from far and wide to purchase bread, cakes and salad rolls for lunch.50 

John Downes was a baker at Prahran’s Feedwell Foundry in the late 1970s, starting there 

after Pamela and Brian Peacock had sold the business. He wrote that his attraction to artisanal 

bread was driven by an anger at how the mainstream population had moved to “the suburbs” 

and “were being re-educated by the corporates to shop and buy what and where they told 

them.” His aim was to create a good quality alternative to “massive plants making ‘white 

tiles.’”51 Vogel bread, a dark European seeded rye, was also becoming popular in health food 

stores at this time. The small, dark loaves were introduced to stores in Sydney in 1960 by 

Danish Migrant Niels Stevns, and they later spread to other parts of Australia. In 1976, a 

satirical article in the Nation Review warned readers about this bread, pointing to the 

progressive lifestyle it was tied up with. “Watch for the appearance of Vogel Bread. It’s a sure 

sign that your neighbourhood is going to the dogs and that your local publican is going to start 

serving red wine in the public bar instead of decent schooners and turn his honest beer garden 

into a Bistro.”52  

A desire to avoid chemicals and processed foods was progressive because it eschewed a 

reliance on large corporations and factory-made products. The countercultural population was 

becoming more aware of the perils of mass-manufacturing, particularly the use of artificial 

chemicals in food. Honey became popular as a substitute for sugar and muesli became popular 
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as a replacement for supermarket cereals, as did wholegrains, brown flour, beans, seeds, and 

niche vegetables like alfalfa sprouts. The rise of organic and vegetarian food trends were 

reported on in The Age in 1967, in an article titled “Honey makes you funny, but eat it”. The 

author reported that in the last few years the number of vegetarians known to her personally 

had grown exponentially and that young progressives were drawn to organic and vegetarian 

food because they “believe that organic food ‘changes people’s heads,”’ and that “meat is 

acidic and makes you aggressive.”53 

Thus, food cooperatives and health food shops that sold seasonal or bulk foods, meat 

substitutes, and chemical-free ingredients (such as unbleached flour) were frequented by the 

counterculture as an alternative to supermarkets. There were food cooperatives in Carlton, in 

Fitzroy, at Monash University, and health food shops in Prahran, Fitzroy and Carlton. An advert 

for a new health food service at the University of New South Wales in 1977 boasted that 

instead of serving “plastic” food, they stocked a range of healthy, natural, “market-style” foods 

which students could use to create their own custom meals:  

 

There's a new food service going into operation on the first day of second semester, a 

food service with a difference. You won't see any plastic-coated sandwiches or in fact, 

any food that's so clinically presented it looks lifeless. Rather we'll be selling vegetarian 

food – market style.54 

 

Sarah, an interviewee who lived on Lygon street during the 1960s, spoke about the food 

she and her peers ate, revealing the non-conformist politics behind her preference for muesli 

over cornflakes:  

 

We had this thing that we wouldn't eat ordinary conformist breakfast foods you see. We 

wouldn’t have eggs and bacon cos that was American. So we got some rolled oats and 

we put hot water in with the rolled oats and stirred it up and we occasionally put in 
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raisins, and that was cereal. It’s a silly thing isn’t it. We were making a political 

statement by eating a cup of bloody rolled oats! It was commercialism. Commercialism 

in the cornflakes or something. It wasn't anything to do with it being full of sugar, that 

didn't occur to us, it was a commercial thing. It wasn't health, it was a statement of 

politics.55 

 

This quote demonstrates how health foods could become tied up with progressive 

ideologies, with supermarket cereal and eggs and bacon seemingly evoking a problematic, 

conservative politics. Eating well was also seen to lead to overall spiritual and community 

health. Another interviewee, June, said that at the time, health food were not about looks or 

vanity but that “it was an ideological thing” that was “to do with your spiritual well-being and 

balancing the forces ... it was semi-mystical.”56 As written in a foreword to a vegetarian and 

health food cookbook published in Melbourne in 1975: “A sensitive approach to food may 

extend sensitivity almost without effort on our part, into other areas of our lives. Not only will 

our appreciation of the arts increase, but also we may be aided in practising the more difficult 

and greatest art – that of friendly relationships to others. The art of getting along amicably with 

neighbours and friends requires true sensitivity, an awareness of all of man’s hungers.”57  

The macrobiotic diet was also a popular way in which to meld one’s spiritual needs with 

food choice, often pursued by people those who discovered the diet through an interest in 

Eastern Religions. The macrobiotic diet aimed to find a balance between “yin” and “yang” foods 

to achieve the utmost physical and spiritual health, and was aligned with Zen Buddhist 

practices. An article in Revolution magazine at the time described it as “a practical solution to 

the individual who wishes to be in harmony with all. It is one product of the ancient Oriental 

understanding, the philosophy of Zen.” It further argued that “the beginning of a disease free 

body and clear mind is acceptance of the truth that ‘you are what you eat.’”58 An article in The 

Age about a 1970 “Cultural fair and freak show” reported on the improvised macrobiotic 
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restaurant that was erected to provide sustenance for attendees, where two cooks were found 

“squatting cross-legged” on the floor, cooking brown rice, sunflower seeds, sesame oil and 

beans. In 1970s parlance, the restaurant proprietor articulated the spiritual outcomes of the 

macrobiotic diet: “the chaos ceases when one is hip to the whole thing.” The article reported 

that the cook’s assistant claimed a macrobiotic diet healed him after he broke his leg in 11 

places in a parachute fall.59  

Ross Wilson, the frontman for well-known Australian rock band Daddy Cool, named the 

band he formed prior to Daddy Cool “Sons of the Vegetal Mother” in homage to his macrobiotic 

diet at the time.60 He wanted those in the project to be “open to macrobiotic ideas” and for it 

to be a band that “promotes joy”. Wilson had developed an interest in food and healthy eating 

after spending a year travelling on the “hippy trail.”61 

Consuming unprocessed, chemical-free foods was politically important because these 

products were not made with damaging, modern technologies and thus were not tied up with 

environmental destruction and inhumane capitalism. An article in favour of health food in 

Revolution aligned factory-made foods with a broader systematic degradation of the natural 

world and disrespect for human life:  

 

The preference for unprocessed foods is based on awareness of the technology which 

controls the food industry. The same technology, which through its short-sighted over-

specialisation, is polluting the world’s air and water, destroying millions of acres of land 

by erosion, mining and contamination, and squeezing more and more people into cities 

which are becoming progressively uglier and dirtier.62 

 

It concluded: “Act now! Commit yourself to ‘caring’ and help stop the soul sick technology 

barons from freely clouding the consciousness of the world.” 
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In this period, vegetarian eating also became popular as a way in which to put one’s 

politics and spiritual awareness into practice. Though vegetarianism existed in Australia long 

before the 1970s (the Vegetarian Society was founded in Melbourne in 1886 and held its first 

meeting at Australia’s first vegetarian restaurant, Mrs Harvie’s Vegetarian Dining Room, in the 

Melbourne CBD),63 interest in vegetarianism grew throughout the 1970s because of new ideas 

about food brought back by travellers who had been on the “hippy trail” and due to the work of 

animal rights activist and public intellectual Peter Singer. In 1974, Singer ran a series of night 

classes in Melbourne about vegetarian living and animal liberation and in 1975 he published his 

book Animal Liberation: a New Ethics for our Treatment of Animals.64 Animal liberation 

struggles seemed in natural alignment with the wave of activism that was occuring in this 

period and used the now familiar language of liberation.  

John Dunham, owner of the Shakahari vegetarian restaurant in Carlton, links the success 

of the restaurant to the widening interest in Eastern religions in the area at the time. He said: 

“Much of the restaurant's early support was drawn from staff and students at the universities 

and colleges engaged in Asian languages, politics and cultural studies. But there was also a 

much wider public enthusiasm expressed from Melbourne's schools of yoga, meditation and 

chanting.”65  

An aversion to structure and predictability when it came to food was also common in the 

counterculture, and could be read as a reaction to the way in which many of this generation 

were brought up in houses where meals were planned out and predictable. Kim from 

Shakahari’s recollections at the start of this chapter emphasised how it felt progressive to do 

away with routine and familiarity when it came to dining and food. Similarly, in Germaine 

Greer’s interview with the Cincinnati Enquirer, Greer stated that even structured mealtimes 

were too conventional for her: “obviously, I’m not into three meals a day or anything like that. I 

can’t get that together.” June, who grew up in Glen Iris, said of her upbringing: “You knew every 

day of the week exactly what would be on the menu, except for Wednesdays ... but every other 
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time you knew there would be a roast on Sunday, cold meat on Monday, breast of the roast 

done somehow on Tuesday. It was very, very conventional.” When she was an adult living in 

Carlton she began to host dinner parties at home where she would cook adventurous cuisine 

made with whatever produce was cheap at the market that day.66 

Environmental principles and an anti-waste ethos were also present in the ways in which 

the counterculture consumed food. Sofia, who lived in an economic union (examined in chapter 

four), spoke about the measures taken by its members to eat ethically. Her Fitzroy house was 

stocked with bulk dry goods like rice, flour, oats, and soap powders that were shared with other 

members of the cooperative: “we had a little pantry in John Street, so we kept the bulk 

groceries, like you know, oats and all that stuff... soap and soap powder. Also we were 

environmentally conscious so we didn’t want to use packaged stuff either.” Sofia and her 

housemates would stock up on these dry goods every six months at an environmentally 

oriented collective household in the inner-northern suburb of Northcote.67  

Another key part of the countercultural lifestyle in the inner-urban suburbs, and 

something I touched on in chapter one, was the ways in which the counterculture embraced 

the migrant cuisines and lifestyles that coexisted in these spaces. Interest in European food and 

drink indicated a desire by young people to “reach out and engage with the world, often as if 

Australians had never done so in the past.”68 Tanja Luckins points to the way in which these 

culinary interests revealed a desire to reject an Anglo-Celtic culture and identity, as they were 

primarily expressed by “young non-Continentals in their 20s and 30s …” who, “rather than 

overtly questioning their own ethnicity, appropriated elements from other cultures in order to 

affirm their own sense of self.”69  

The ways in which European migrants enjoyed food and wine seemed to speak of a more 

community-minded way of life, which was attractive to counterculturalists. As Australian 

architect Robyn Boyd said of espresso coffee shops run by migrants, they were: “new 
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Australia’s greatest gift yet to our community living.”70 Food historian Micheal Symonds points 

to the role that the rising incidence of international travel played in this embrace of European 

foods, with many travellers returning with a taste for wine and European foods like salami and 

antipasti.71  

Many of my interviewees emphasised how their eating habits changed when they moved 

to the inner-urban space. Sofia spoke about how coffee overtook tea in her drink of choice 

while she was living on Lygon Street in the 1960s.72 In his memoir of his time living with the 

Monash Labor Club, Micheal Hyde recalls his intimidation at his new university friends’ 

consumption of European foods: 

 

Their apparent ease with life spread out in every direction, extending into areas like 

food. I was accustomed to chops and veg, salmon mornay and Sunday roasts. These 

people cooked beef casseroles with red wine and small black things called olives, ate 

European rye bread with caraway seeds, and bought six different kinds of cheese from 

the Prahran market (where was the Kraft cheddar?).... My new tribe did not eat 

spaghetti, especially not out of a tin. They bought something called pasta, sometimes 

dried and sometimes flat strips of freshly made egg pasta, which also came in squat 

tubes and long sticks. And they could cook.73 

 

In an interview, Vincent articulated his shifting relationship to food when he moved from 

Perth to Carlton: “I learnt how nice the food was from other cultures and how horrible ours 

was. In the 70s we ate out — Jamaica House in Carlton and Italian restaurants started to crop 

up. Coffee lounges where you could have cappuccinos where you could pretend to be 

sophisticated.” Here, Vincent acknowledges the self-conscious and performative way in which 

counterculturalists utilised certain foods to construct a progressive identity.74 

                                                 
70 Quoted in Andy May, Espresso: Melbourne Coffee Stories (Melbourne, Vic.: Arcadia Publishing, 2001), 65.  
71 Symonds, One Continuous Picnic, 262-263.  
72 Grinders, “Our Story,” https://www.grinderscoffee.com.au/our-story/. 
73 Michael Hyde, All Along the Watchtower: Memoir of a Sixties Revolutionary (Carlton North, Vic.: Vulgar Press, 
2010), 23.  
74 Vincent Glass, interview with Molly Mckew, March 31, 2017, Castlemaine, Victoria.  



 120 

Wine appreciation was a crucial part of the embrace of European dining, and this 

increasingly took place in fine-dining restaurants that were opening in Carlton and Fitzroy in the 

1970s. Prior to this, most fine-dining venues were in restaurants in the Melbourne CBD or in 

hotels. Stephanie Alexander’s first restaurant, Stephanie’s, featured French cuisine and opened 

in 1976. Another two French restaurants opened in this era, Mietta’s on Brunswick Street in 

1973, and Clichy in Collingwood in 1978. Both these restaurants had BYO licenses and thus 

patrons could enjoy wine with their food.75 Enjoying fine European wine alongside 

sophisticated food seemed to stand in contrast to masculinised Australian drinking culture, 

which for many was imagined as a boorish swilling of beer by men, in gender-segregated 

spaces. Wine was a sophisticated and cosmopolitan choice for men and women, and for 

women a signifier of progressive gender relations, a result of “new social freedoms for 

women”.76  
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The counterculture and cultural diversity 

 
Figure 3.3. Poster for an event featuring “polyethnic music” at La Mama theatre, 1977. [Source: 

University of Melbourne archives, “La Mama Posters,” accessed December 9, 2019. 

https://archives.unimelb.edu.au/explore/feature-images/la-mama-posters]  

 

This embrace of migrant and non-Western foods was part of a general interest in a diversity 

non-Anglo-Celtic cultures that characterised the counterculture. For many counterculturalists, 

anything associated with the Anglo-Celtic, Western world was conservative, old-fashioned, or 

politically problematic. Counterculturalists saw in the Western world greed, materialism and 

oppression of the world’s Indigenous and non-white populations. Further, in the context of the 

Cold War, the West was associated with capitalism and with the repression of far-left activism 

and intellectualism. An idealisation of non-Anglo-Celtic cultures by counterculturalists of Anglo-
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Celtic heritage in the inner-urban space was tied up with a desire to distance themselves from a 

problematic Western identity.  

As discussed in previous chapters, inner-urban countercultural hubs were spaces shared 

between people of migrant background, the working-class, university students and 

counterculturalists. These populations necessarily intermingled and many occupied more than 

one of these identity markers. It seems the relationship between the youthful countercultural 

inhabitants and the migrant cultures that existed there was harmonious — many recalled 

positive relationships with the Italian and Greek owners of pubs, grocers, shops and restaurants 

they frequented, the houses they rented, and the friends they made. 

In this section, I wish to draw out the ways in which an embrace of diversity became 

part of the progressive countercultural lifestyle and explore the different ways in which Anglo-

Celtic counterculturalists related to and interacted with non-Anglo-Celtic cultures — 

problematic and not. Counterculturalists looked to non-Western cultures for inspiration for 

new ways of living, particularly in relation to developing models for communal living, and 

incorporated these into their day-to-day lives. 

By the 1970s, an awareness of the privilege of whiteness was coming into circulation, 

often understood in terms of material privilege such as schooling, housing and access to 

resources. However, an awareness of the power relationships involved in cultural exchanges 

between Anglo-Celtic Australians and European migrant or Indigenous Australians would likely 

have been lacking for most. The countercultural interest in aspects of non-Anglo-Celtic cultures 

thus may have resulted in cultural appropriation, a process by which one takes from or mimics 

the practices of another culture with little knowledge of the deeper meaning involved in such 

practices. An example might be a white counterculturalist deciding to wear a bindi (a coloured 

dot often worn in the centre of the forehead by Hindus and Jains on the Indian continent) as a 

signifier of openness to diversity, without understanding the deep spiritual significance of such 

an adornment.  

The relationship between counterculturalists in the inner-urban space and Australian 

Indigenous cultures and European migrant cultures in the 1960s and 1970s has received very 

little scholarly attention. There has been some work on the transformative effects of migrant 
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cultures on Melbourne’s food landscape, with the “trendies” of the inner-urban space 

embracing and popularising these new cuisines.77 There is also some scholarship on post-war 

migrants who were radicals and activists working alongside university activist communities.78  

There has been some research on the ways in which urban-based counterculturalists 

engaged with Indigenous cultures and people in the inner-urban space. Some works of fiction 

and memoirs shine a light on this relationship, such as Indigenous author Tony Birch’s fiction, 

inspired by his childhood growing up in Fitzroy.79 There is also some research on the 

relationship of rural commune dwellers to Indigenous cultures, which has noted how some 

alternative lifestyle seekers who set up rural communes in the 1970s did not seek permission 

from the Aboriginal people in the area to use their land. They, along with other new-age 

subcultures since then, may have appropriated aspects of Indigenous spirituality and culture 

without seeking to learn from Indigenous people, without acknowledging power imbalances, 

and without first attempting to establish egalitarian relationships with these groups.80  

A few scholars have examined the problematic power relationships within the leftist 

embrace of cultural diversity that occurred from the 1970s. Indigenous author Tony Birch 

described the voyeuristic ways in which the “trendies” that moved into Carlton and Fitzroy in 

the 1970s related to the non-Anglo cultures that were present there. Birch examines some of 

the ways in which Indigenous, working-class, and European migrant populations were 

constructed as desirable commodities by journalists and real-estate spruikers. In this context, 
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these “trendies” were not there to gain a deep and complex knowledge of non-Western 

cultures, but to consume a certain lifestyle where non-Western cultures existed as an aesthetic 

prop.81 In his book White Nation, Ghassan Hage also discusses how non-Western cultures have 

been commodified in the context of 1990s multiculturalism. Hage argues that the discourse of 

white people “enriching” their lives and minds with diverse cultures is problematic because, 

although these people are interacting positively with cultural diversity, whiteness remains 

central, occupying the powerful position of being the norm.82  

The countercultural interest in non-Western cultures and histories was fuelled by 

numerous factors. Many counterculturalists were aware of the ways in which Western powers 

had oppressed and exploited Indigenous people around the world in the name of colonisation 

and capitalism. In this era, increasing activism by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

Australia shone a light on the injustices, violence and ongoing effects of colonisation. The 1965 

New South Wales freedom rides, organised by a group of university students from Sydney, 

publicised the poverty and segregation experienced by rural Indigenous people in towns 

throughout New South Wales, with some newspaper coverage comparing the situation in rural 

Australia to the racial segregation policies in the United States and South Africa.83  

“Yes” campaigns for the successful 1967 referendum, when Australians voted on 

whether Indigenous Australians should be counted in the census and be legislated for by the 

federal government, highlighted existing inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people in Australia. These campaigns emphasised the ways in which a successful referendum 

could further an egalitarian relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

Australia, bringing Australia in line with more the progressive thinking around race relations 

that was happening in other Western countries.84 In 1972, a tent embassy was set up by 

Aboriginal activists outside Parliament House, Canberra, which over several weeks drew 

supporters and worldwide media attention. The protest drew attention to campaigns for 
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Aboriginal land rights and to the continuing poor living conditions in many Aboriginal 

communities.85 

Reportage on Aboriginal land rights activism and living conditions in Australia, 

information about Indigenous people around the world, and information about exploited 

workers worldwide was de rigueur in countercultural publications and was used to incite 

critiques of the West and capitalism. Countercultural bookshops and resource centres 

contained information about international affairs and marginalised groups worldwide, such as 

the Source bookshop on Bourke Street and the International Bookshop on Elizabeth Street, 

both in the Melbourne CBD, and the Light, Power and Construction Works in North Melbourne. 

Counterculturalists who went travelling overseas also brought back information about non-

Western cultures and spiritualities, international politics, and the living conditions of non-

Western populations. In 1973, for the first time, the number of first-time Australian travellers 

going to Asia surpassed those visiting the U.K. and Europe.86 

 In 1972, the first Festival of All Nations was held in Fitzroy. The festival was the largest 

“ethnic festival” in Australia at the time and was attended by soon-to-be Prime Minister Gough 

Whitlam, who would go on to champion multiculturalism as part of a progressive Australian 

identity.87 The festival was advertised in Farrago and remembered by counterculturalists as a 

significant marker of the values of the local community at the time. Fitzroy resident and 

comedian Mary Keneally remembers it as “an authentic celebration of the multicultural nature 

of Fitzroy.” She said, “the beauty of this festival is that it bought new and old residents face to 

face in an extremely warm and personally engaging way”.88 

This embrace of diversity by counterculturalists in the inner-urban space was part of, 

and I argue was a catalyst for, shifts in attitudes pertaining to race, ethnicity, and Indigenous- 
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non-Indigenous relations in Australia. In 1973 the official policy pertaining to migrants became 

known as multiculturalism under the leadership of Gough Whitlam.89 Before 1973, domestic 

policy pertaining to Indigenous people and non-Anglo-Celtic migrants was assimilation, 

meaning that migrants and Indigenous people were expected to assimilate to the dominant 

Australian culture at the time, relinquishing spiritual and religious practices and speaking only 

English. In their research on the “trendies” of Carlton and Fitzroy in the 1970s, Howe et al. write 

of the policy of migrant assimilation, “the theory was that the migrants would absorb the values 

of the host culture; but by the 1960s there was mounting evidence of an opposite tendency, for 

the host culture to absorb elements of the migrants.”90 Multiculturalism was largely a welfare 

policy in its inception, with the Australian Labor Party, a party with a large migrant constituent, 

establishing a range of services aimed at settling migrants. But it soon became a political 

ideology and outlook, ostensibly promoting respect for and celebration of a diversity of cultural 

practices in public, mainstream culture.91  

The desire amongst counterculturalists to construct a cosmopolitan, diversity-oriented 

identity found its expression in various magazines, adverts, retail and dining options, and 

lifestyle choices. There were advertisements for and articles about pursuits like astrology, 

acupuncture, yoga and various Eastern religious practices in Farrago, Digger, The Living 

Daylights, High Times, and Revolution magazines. A 1974 edition of Farrago ran an advert for 

the “Mystical Bookshop” in the Melbourne CBD, which stocked books on “the occult, mysticism, 

and oriental religions”. Book reviews in High Times and The Living Daylights regularly featured 

books on Indigenous cultures or non-Western countries, for example In the Kingdom of Mescal 

by George Schafer, inspired by ancient American-Indian symbolic forms, or the 2,500 year old 

text Lao Tsu: Tao Te Ching. Hindu spirituality featured highly – perhaps because of international 

travel and its popularity with celebrities, most famously, the Beatles. Beads, incense, and 

symbols from non-Western cultures and Eastern religions were becoming popular items to 

purchase and display in one’s home.  
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The store Ishka, named after a village in Afghanistan (a name that according to the 

owner’s memoir seemed “memorable and exotic”) opened in a Glen Iris sharehouse in 1971, 

selling home-made crafts inspired by Afghan design, including belts, bright Batik material bags, 

clothes and paintings. The business, run by Micheal Sklovky, whose father was a refugee from 

Russia, soon turned into a larger operation that both crafted its own wares and imported goods 

from India and Peru.92 

 

 
Figure 3.4. Micheal Sklovky, founder of Ishka with a supplier in the 1970s. Ishka’s motto 

is “bringing the world to you since 1971” [Source: Micheal Sklovky, “The Ishka story,” 

Ishka, accessed April 15, 2019. https://ishka.com.au/pages/the-ishka-story] 

 

An interest in pre-modern spiritual practices, the occult, and holistic health rebelled 

against Western-enlightenment values of scientific rationalism. It was often perceived that the 

West was arrogant and dismissive of non-Western cultural practices pertaining to health and 

spirituality. In a 1979 article in The Age, scientist Gustav Nossal identified the counterculture’s 

interest in acupuncture and homeopathy as a threat to Western medicine. He urged Western 
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medicine to counter this threat by encouraging practitioners to focus on occupying the role of 

“guide, philosopher, and friend.”93 

Many countercultural publications featured articles on Hindu religions and other 

Eastern religions and knowledge systems. The Living Daylights published an article, “Stranger in 

the Light”, about the author’s experience visiting the Divine Light Mission when it opened in 

Fitzroy after Guru Maharaj Ji visited from India.94 Counterculturalists also looked to Zen 

Buddhism for ways to eat that would feed the spirit and the body, with a macrobiotic diet 

becoming popular in the 1970s (as discussed earlier).  

Non-European religions were also looked to for guidance when it came to using illegal 

drugs. As smoking marijuana or using LSD were supposed to “free” one’s mind and achieve 

transcendence, they were seemingly aligned with the objectives of Eastern religions. Journalist 

Chris Hector articulates this link in an article in High Times: “The drug culture moved easily into 

an interest in the Eastern techniques of personal liberation, into yoga, into Zen buddhism. The 

feeling of total oneness with the world and oneself that pot and acid seemed to induce had a 

great deal of similarity to the state of Sa Tori described by the Eastern religious masters.”95 In 

an article about magic mushrooms, the author turned to the mushroom eating practices of an 

unspecified American-Indian population as a guide to how to use them effectively.96 

Non-Western cultures were also used as a source of inspiration when it came to 

developing models for group or communal living. In a communal living themed 1972 edition of 

High Times, an article about tensions in groups living environments reports on a tribe in 

Malaysia, who:  

 

Every morning sit around and recall their dreams of the night before. If in any of these 

dreams one of the members of the tribe commits any kind of anti-social aggressive act 

against any other member of the tribe he must make amends, be extra nice to this other 
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person. It seems an almost perfect way of defusing potential intergroup conflicts – and 

as the rave goes, it is one of the most together groups of people in the world.97   

 

Another article in the same edition even suggested that counterculturalists engaged in 

group living should call themselves “tribes.” “We use the word tribe because it suggests the 

type of new society now emerging within the industrial nations” it said. “In America of course 

the word has associations with the American Indians, which we like. This new subculture is in 

fact more similar to that ancient and successful tribe, the European Gypsies — a group without 

nation or territory which maintains its own values, its language and religion, no matter what 

country it may be in.” In comparing the countercultural movement to the European gypsy 

population, the author, an American poet, reveals a desire to see the counterculture as a 

fundamentally separate — even ethnically separate — population to the mainstream West. 

Aligning the countercultural movement with a persecuted group reveals a desire to view the 

countercultural movement as an oppressed minority struggling against dominant Western 

powers. This desire neglects to acknowledge the material privilege of many counterculturalists 

and the privilege of having citizenship and belonging to a nation state.98 Peter Cock’s article in 

the same issue of High Times, a transcript from a talk he delivered at a 1972 conference on 

group living, refers to the large extended families in India as a reference point for the ideal size 

of a communal living arrangement.99 

Aboriginal Australian cultures were also looked to for wisdom when it came to the 

relationship between humans and the natural environment. A 1973 issue of The Living 

Daylights contained a feature on William Ricketts, a white sculptor who had a strong interest in 

Indigenous culture and spirituality. From the 1930s onwards Ricketts built a sculpture park in 

the Dandenong ranges in Melbourne’s east. This park featured numerous statues of Indigenous 

people based on the central Australian Aboriginal Arrernte and Pitjantjatjara people with whom 

he had lived. The magazine published an excerpt from his credo, which referred to the park as a 

“spectacle and a basic spirituality that invites the human race in a world sick and going wrong 
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to once again dip their whole man roots into this sustaining soil and from there be moved by 

the high spiritual consciousness to embody a greater side of the spirit.” Here, Indigenous 

spirituality was positioned as an antidote to a “sick” world and an escape from “organised 

religion and all man’s institutions”— two pillars of a perceived poisonous Western lifestyle.100 

The same issue featured an article written by Wiradjuri writer, poet, and activist Kevin 

Gilbert. The article, titled “White poison’s gonna kill yuh kids”, argued that “it seems to me that 

the reason why us blacks aren’t fooled so easily as you lot is because most of us are closer to 

the basics of what life is all about. We haven’t been quite so comfortable as you have and 

there’s nothing like a bit of discomfort to make you get your priorities straight.”101 A 1974 

edition of the Living Daylights featured a letter from a reader who had interviewed Indigenous 

activist Bob McLeod, who answered the question “Can young whites learn from the Aboriginals 

in their search for alternative ways of living?” McLeod said, “young whites can learn a lot but 

there are certain things that we can’t tell them because they’re white people. And all white 

people — young or otherwise — still have no real respect for Aboriginal culture.”102 These 

articles, in different ways, invited readers to critique the ways in which mainstream Australia 

has treated its land and people by looking to Indigenous culture and spirituality and post-

colonial experiences of struggle and hardship. These articles also acknowledge some of the 

nuances of the power relationships within this borrowing and learning.  

 There are numerous examples of counterculturalists expressing their interest in non-

Anglo-Celtic cultures, and many of my interviewees emphasised their former naive fascination 

with anything they felt was “exotic”, like pizza or espresso coffee. Being open-minded and 

learning from other ways of life was part of the experimental atmosphere of the time, and 

counterculturalists were trying out various alternatives in order to fix the problems within 

Western society. Symbols, aesthetics, and lifestyle choices that spoke of a cosmopolitan, 

diversity oriented, open-minded identity became part of an inner-urban progressive lifestyle 

and were used to mobilise critiques of the Western way of life.  

 
                                                 
100 Quoted in Chris Hector, “In the Hallowed Forest,” The Living Daylights 1, no. 4 (1973): 6-7.  
101 Kevin Gilbert, “White poison’s gonna kill yuh kids,” The Living Daylights 1, no. 5 (1973): 17.  
102 John Wilkinson, “Gunning down Nimbin” (letter to the editor), The Living Daylights 2, no. 11 (1974): 26.   



 131 

Conclusion: the personal is political  
 
During the late 1960s and in the 1970s, counterculturalists encapsulated their progressive 

politics through the clothes they wore, the food they ate and the life trajectory they had 

chosen. An eschewal of materialism and careerism, a desire for self-discovery, and an embrace 

of the food, spiritualties and symbols of non-Anglo cultures seemed rebellious. Interviewees 

spoke about the ways in which their parents were concerned about their lifestyle and the 

freedom they felt in rejecting suffocating expectations regarding material wealth and career. 

These decisions may have been depoliticised or trend-driven, like in the instance of Frank and 

his muslin shirt, or may have been conscious rejections of capitalism and consumerism, as with 

Sarah and her homemade muesli. The various arms of the “revolution” may seem disparate and 

disconnected — what has breakfast food got to do with LSD or jean wearing — and what have 

either of those things got to do with capitalism and conservatism? — but in the inner-urban 

space, these progressive lifestyle choices profoundly and quietly undercut the conservatism, 

materialism, and moral strictures of the generation before.  

The “personal is political” was becoming a common catch cry in leftist politics, 

particularly in feminist movements. There was an increasing embrace of the idea that politics is 

something one lives in their day-to-day lives, rather than simply intellectually subscribes to. For 

many counterculturalists, these alternative choices and new ways of living were political. The 

progressive lifestyle in this inner-urban milieu furthered the disparate and sometimes barely 

conscious, but no less profound, aims of the counterculture. The next chapter will examine the 

ways in which the counterculture experimented with different modes of sharehousing and with 

grassroots, community-minded organisations. As High Times articulated, “the counterculture 

just consists of really militant people who, each working on their own dimension, are making 

revolution.”103 
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Chapter 4: Sharehouses, collectives, and the ideal of 
community 
 

 
Figure 4.1. Illustration, “Communes and Communal Living.” [Source: Chris Hector, “I know you’re 

doing it… but don’t tell me,” High Times, January 1972] 
 

This illustration above (figure 4.1) is from a special edition of High Times published in 1972, 

dedicated to the possibilities, struggles, and radical political potential of communes and 

communal living. The magazine, aimed at an urban-based countercultural audience (judging by 

the advertisements and content within), featured several articles on the complexities of 

founding and living in a commune, rural or urban, many of which came out of a weekend-long 

conference that was held that January. The magazine’s editorial stated: “To explore the 

unexplored or forgotten possibilities of human interaction is what communal living, consciously 
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or unconsciously, sets out to do.” It continued, revealing the utopian aspirations behind 

communal living movements. “While most of the world’s research and development enterprise 

is spent on the military and technological fantasies of a terrifyingly misguided generation, a few 

people are trying to save the earth.”1  

This editorial illustrates the hopes held by many counterculturalists that their 

experiments with different ways of living would solve a multitude of problems that were 

perceived to exist within Western society. It also illustrates how just how urgent the solving of 

these problems was perceived to be. Many of my interviewees noted how the Vietnam war, the 

threat of nuclear warfare, and increasing knowledge of environmental destruction gave them a 

sense that Western society would collapse at any moment.2 It was perceived that Western 

modernity had come to crisis point, resulting in a dearth of community, destruction of the 

natural world, and material greed. In this era, counterculturalists were reimagining how society 

was organised and putting new ideas into practise in experiments with ways of living. Like the 

various experiments and lifestyle choices outlined in chapter three, it was hoped that these 

day-to-day changes would have an effect on wider society, resulting in individual psychological 

freedoms and eventually transforming or replacing existing social and political institutions.  

My interviews and primary sources reveal a perception of Western society as 

dehumanising, individualistic and alienating. A desire for community was often articulated as an 

aspirational counterpoint to the isolation, boredom and quietude of the suburbia of many 

counterculturalist’s upbringings. Living a community-oriented way of life was regarded by many 

as something that Western society left behind in pre-industrial or pre-capitalist times. 

Cultivating this lifestyle, by, for example, living in communal houses, engaging with local arts 

cooperatives or buying from local food cooperatives, collectives, or small businesses was a way 

in which to counter these problems.  

The countercultural search for new ways of cultivating community was expressed most 

radically with the spate of rural communes that emerged in the U.S and Europe in the 1960s 
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and in Australia at the beginning of the 1970s. Rural communes were intentional communities 

where members lived in close proximity to one another, sharing resources, food, and work, as 

well as space. Many scholars have noted how these movements were driven by a desire for a 

more human-centred, communal and interconnected way of life.3 However, the fact that these 

community ideals were also sought out by urban countercultural dwellers has received less 

attention in historical scholarship. My research has shown how the ideal of community was a 

key driver of countercultural experiment at the time, particularly in relation to new ways of 

living.  

From the late 1960s, the inner-urban counterculture founded collective houses, 

community-run organisations and collectives, and valued dense human connection in the 

spaces and houses in which they lived. In this era, sharehouses were becoming popular as more 

than simply places in which to live, but as the location of experiments with communal living and 

resource sharing. These collective houses often involved sharing childcare, housework, cooking, 

and sometimes romantic and sexual partners. Often, they operated on principles of consensus 

and were motivated by anti-capitalist, far-left inspired political ideals. Resource sharing offered 

a practical solution to the perceived increasing scarcity of world resources and to individual 

financial and time constraints; but also came out of a belief that dismantling an individualistic 

mindset through the sharing of space and things was crucial to putting a progressive politics 

into practice.  

The thinking behind these communal households was that they would pose a significant 

challenge to the conservative status-quo. According to Peter Cock, the Carlton Resistance 

Commune was the first housing collective in urban Melbourne, later renaming itself the Radical 

Action Movement (R.A.M.). This movement evolved out of University of Melbourne anti-war 

activism and morphed into a countercultural movement aiming for a “wider attack on the 

corporate state”. Their planned national commune meeting in Canberra in 1972 was a “chance 

for people to come together and prove that a free, dynamic and challenging lifestyle based on 
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communal relations between people and a non-authoritarian form of organisation is 

practicable and durable.” They argued that a commune like this would “pose a threat to the 

establishment by its very existence.”4  

Not all sharehouses were explicit political experiments involving the sharing of money, 

time and labour. Many sharehouses that emerged in this era involved transient and flexible 

modes of living with few rules and formalities. However, most countercultural sharehouses 

seemed to feature aspects of sharing, with inhabitants desiring a social, community-minded 

way of life. Counterculturalists living in these sharehouses loved the way in which dinners were 

often shared, the drop-in or open house atmosphere, and prized the diversity and community 

atmosphere of the surrounding neighbourhoods. These houses sometimes acted as community 

hubs, hosting arts performances, activist meetings, rehearsals, dinner parties, and other 

community events. For some counterculturalists, collective sharehouses were experiments 

intended to challenge Western individualism and capitalist structures, and for others, the 

community-minded way of life was a drawcard, but not the reason for the households 

existence.  

A desire for community also found its expression in the creation of grassroots 

organisations such as arts collectives, food cooperatives, political collectives, health and social 

services collectives, and community schools. These organisations were seen as radical because 

they relied on community-based interactions and humanistic ways of relating, eschewing large 

corporations and authoritarian structures. They were often not-for-profit and ran by consensus. 

What bound these experiments with sharehousing, urban communes, and cooperatives and 

collectives was the ways in which they encapsulated a common critique of the Western way of 

life. Counterculturalists lamented the ways in which dominant modes of living in Australia 

promoted individual achievement, private ownership and the ways in which it alienated citizens 

from the very material of day-to-day life — with corporations and governments dictating what 

citizens should eat, watch on television, listen to on the radio, and how to live and socialise. 

Many of these experiments in the inner-urban space lasted only a few months, whereas others 

operated successfully over decades. What they had in common was that they were imbued 
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with a hope that grassroots experiments with the fabric of daily life could transform the ways in 

which society organises and socialises, bringing human connection and community to the 

forefront of everyday existence.  

This chapter will examine sharehouse cultures, urban communes, cooperatives, 

collectives, and other grassroots organisations, looking at how they encapsulated the 

progressive politics of the counterculture and aspirational ideas about community. Firstly, I will 

look at sharehouses in the inner-urban space that were intentional political experiments. These 

aspired to undercut capitalism by operating with principles of consensus and by sharing things 

such as space, resources and labour. Secondly, I will discuss countercultural sharehouse 

cultures more generally, looking at the ways in which a progressive and community-minded 

way of life was created in these homes. Thirdly, I look at the emergence of collectives and 

cooperatives in the inner-urban space in this era. I examine the ideological underpinnings of 

community schools, arts cooperatives, social justice collectives, and other grassroots 

organisations in Melbourne’s inner-urban suburbs. Through experiments with ways of living 

and with different ways of providing the products and services required for everyday life, these 

counterculturalists were living out their progressive politics. 

 

Australian sharehousing 1960-1978 
 
An examination of the emergence of sharehouse cultures is important to understanding the 

history of Melbourne’s countercultures. Shared homes were places in which young people 

could meet others with similar values, and for many counterculturalists, their first sharehouse 

signified the beginning of their identity as a countercultural person. In this section, I will 

examine some of the scholarship relevant to histories of Australian sharehousing in the inner-

urban space. 

 It is impossible to ascertain exactly how many sharehouses emerged during the 1960s 

and 1970s and where they were located. Group houses were only identified as an Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS) category in 1986, so there are limited statistics on sharehousing prior 
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to this year.5 The sharehouse lifestyle emerged in the 1960s in Melbourne’s inner-suburbs, in 

particular Carlton, near Melbourne’s largest university. In this period, the number of university 

students was increasing, as was youth as a proportion of the population: between 1966 and 

1971 the age group 20-24 increased by 25% Australia-wide.6 University halls of residence were 

overflowing, and it was cheap to rent in nearby Carlton — there were plenty of houses that 

landlords did not wish to invest in because of the slumlike reputation of the suburb and 

because the area had been signposted for redevelopment by the Victorian government.7 

Further, sharehouses were the natural home of this youth culture because they were a space in 

which young people could create a life separate from the authority of parents. The sharehouse 

was a space in which to explore new parts of oneself and establish a new support network of 

people with shared, progressive values. 

In scholarship, shared or communal households often act as a backdrop to histories of the 

counterculture, youth culture, and activism, and the importance of sharehousing in these 

histories are more often than not under-emphasised or absent altogether. Some discussions of 

sharehousing can be found within the field of literary studies, particularly that which examines 

the fiction of Helen Garner. In the Australian Book Review, Bernadette Brennan points to the 

ways in which the sharehousing activities of the women in Garner’s Monkey Grip were radical. 

She argues that “the new patterns of living that they establish offer, particularly for the women, 

a sense of liberating possibility beyond marriage and childrearing.”8 Alison Craven’s work on 

Garner also focuses on the domestic backdrop to the novel, describing the protagonist of 

Monkey Grip as “a woman who rents her way through personal change.” She argues that the 

character’s story shows us how “the woman who rents wields power”, the character of Nora 

representing “another stage in the history of housing in Melbourne” where a woman can 

                                                 
5 Sophie McNamara and John Connell, “Homeward Bound? Searching for home in Inner Sydney’s share houses,” 
Australian Geographer 38, no. 1 (2007): 82.  
6 Susan Blackburn, Breaking out: Memories of Melbourne in the 1970s (Willoughby, N.S.W.: Hale and Iremonger, 
2015), 10.  
7 Cock, Alternative Australia, 61.  
8 Bernadette Brennan, “Reading Australia: The Children’s Bach, Helen Garner,” Australian Book Review (2015), 
https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/helen-garner/the-children-s-bach-by-helen-garner.  
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underline her independence by being the primary leaseholder.9 This work emphasises the 

significance of sharehousing for women, placing it in the context of the feminist gains of the 

1970s (I explore this further in chapter 5).  

There has been some work from literature and cultural studies that reflects on the 

cultural legacy of sharehousing.10 Fiona Wright’s piece “Perhaps this will be my last 

sharehouse” reflects on how she was the first one in her family to learn how to live in a 

sharehouse with non-familial strangers. She concluded: “I learned here a kind of living, a kind of 

community, that is different from a family – more independent, more loosely bound, but no 

less connected or intimate or kind.”11 Guy Rundle also writes about the relative newness of the 

sharehouse. This generation of sharehousing, says Rundle, reflecting on his experiences living in 

Carlton in the late 1980s, produced a particular culture, “an evolving ethic and aesthetic.” It 

became standard, he says “to have a sharehouse budget, not to have separate food, to cook 

and eat together. Many sharehouses didn’t have televisions … the stretch between Carlton, 

Parkville, the western side of Fitzroy and the southern end of Brunswick felt like a large 

village.”12 These pieces reflect on the legacy of the sharehouse lifestyle and how it became part 

of a new, urban-based way of life, requiring new ways of relating to the surrounding 

community. 

There is also some work from the fields of sociology, youth studies, and anthropology 

which examine patterns of housing and cohabitation in the 1960s and 1970s. Some research 

provides an insight into the changing demographics of the inner-urban space, showing that 

there was a rise in smaller, non-family households in the inner suburbs of Melbourne between 

1961 and 1981, and that the number or married people living in inner-urban suburbs declined 

from 42% to 34%.13 Other research, published in 1986, sampled 4560 Australian households 

                                                 
9 Allison Craven, “Dual occupancy: Melbourne and the feminist drama of dwelling in Monkey Grip,” Studies in 
Australasian Cinema 5, no. 3 (2011): 334. 
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from 1981 ABS census data, finding that one-third of all households were sharehouses, a 

significant increase from 13% in 1966. (The ABS definition, however, included financially 

independent adults living with parents or other family members and elderly parents living with 

their adult children.) The study also found that 73% of non-family adults sharing residences 

were under 30, and that men and women were equally represented in these houses. It 

concludes that there are five factors that have resulted in increasing numbers of shared homes: 

one of them “people who desire to live in a communal setting for ideological reasons”.14 This 

research, though it includes types of sharehouses outside the scope of my research, i.e. those 

containing extended families, illustrates how this mode of living was becoming more popular in 

general and reveals the youthful nature of these shared dwellings.  

This increase in shared housing was also noted by 1984 research in an Australian urban 

planning journal, which pointed out that urban planning at the time was skewed towards 

“conformity”, providing predominantly for a nuclear family model. The article argued that 

urban planning should respond to the fact that “housing shortages, rising costs, changing family 

patterns and experimentation with new lifestyles are all combining to make shared houses a 

distinct sector in the housing market.”15  

This research on the rise of sharehousing from the 1960s underlines how changing modes 

of living in the inner-urban space has necessitated different ways of thinking about home and 

community. It highlights the way in which changing demographic factors resulted in new forms 

of community, where homes were formed around shared values, lifestyles, and friendships, 

rather than spousal or familial relationships.  

The rural commune movement was interconnected with the urban commune movement 

and with urban countercultures. Rural communes often emerged from inner-urban 

countercultural communities and experiments with collective and communal living in urban 

settings were often prototypes for something larger. Yaacov Oved explains how the movement 

in the United States emerged out of urban communities of sharehouses in Haight Ashbury, a 

                                                 
14 Patricia Edwards, Judith Jones, and John Edwards, “The social demography of shared housing,” Journal of 
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countercultural neighbourhood of San Francisco. Because so many young people moved there 

in 1966, restrictions on the “hippy invasion” were put in place, resulting in groups of “hippies” 

moving to the country to establish rural communes.16 In Australia, there was also a crossover 

between rural countercultural communities and urban ones. Many counterculturalists living in 

the inner-urban space were aware of and supported the ideas behind the rural movement. 

Some rural commune dwellers moved to the country from the inner-urban counterculture — 

indeed, more than one of my interviewees either considered moving or had moved to a rural 

commune at some point. In Peter Cock’s chapter on urban collectives and sharehouses, Cock 

mentions several instances where urban sharehouse dwellers had founded or moved to similar 

living situations, but in the rural space. One urban collective had even purchased a block of land 

near Ballarat, a city an hour and a half north of Melbourne, to which they hoped to move as a 

household.17 

In countercultural magazines like the Living Daylights, there were articles reporting on the 

progress of the alternative living experiments occurring in Nimbin, N.S.W., adverts looking for 

commune members, and notices for Nimbin fundraising parties.18 The People’s Yelo pages 

featured a section for people hoping to move into a rural commune, listing existing communes, 

places to buy farm equipment, and contacts for people and organisations from whom one could 

learn to plant vegetables, make tools, and build geodesic domes.19 

One of my interviewees, Frank, worked in advertising while living in Carlton and 

eventually decided to buy a house in the country so he could live “simply” some of the time. 

This part-time rural lifestyle was motivated by a desire to preserve the environment and live off 

the land. The 1972 Club of Rome report, which warned of impending world hunger, and the oil 

crisis of 1973 “made going back to the land important for me, so I ended up buying a kind of 

                                                 
16 Oved Yaacov, Globalisation of Communes: 1950 – 2010 (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Transaction publishers, 
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bush block and building a barn kind of house and planting a big veggie garden”. Frank lived 

there four days a week, cultivating a garden and enjoying nature, going back to the city three 

days a week to go to work. Frank also constructed a geodesic dome, a feature of many rural 

communes in the era, which he took to the 1971 Sunbury Music festival for shelter (see figure 

4.2). His interest in living simply and the way in which he lived a rural countercultural lifestyle at 

the same time as enjoying the urban counterculture shows how these countercultural ways of 

living – rural and urban – were a manifestation of similar progressive politics and values.20 

 

 
Figure 4.2. Frank Harden’s geosidic dome, Sunbury music festival 1972 [Source: Photo 

provided by interviewee]  

 

In popular culture, despite the fact that several literary and visual representations of the 

1970s feature sharehousing, not many have the sharehouse as their focus, and nor do they 

acknowledge the political implications of such a lifestyle. Depictions of this era tend to focus on 

political protest and activism rather than everyday lifestyles; or the inverse, on drugs and 

hedonism to the exclusion of politics. Richard Lowenstein’s 1986 film Dogs in Space was based 

on a real-life sharehouse from 1978 on Berry Street in Melbourne’s Richmond (an inner-urban 
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suburb to the south of Collingwood). This double-story terrace house served as the practise 

space for a group of punk musicians and their housemates. In the film, many lifestyles coalesce 

in the house. The film depicts a pious student studying hard for his engineering exams while his 

musician housemates utilise the house as a rehearsal and performance space, every now and 

again interrupted by a puritanical hippy. Income streams, meals, hygiene and inhabitants are all 

in flux in this household. In the film, the house is contrasted with the rigidity and stability of the 

outer-suburban lifestyle. Another widely consumed depiction of the Australian sharehouse is 

Helen Garner’s Monkey Grip, both a novel and a film, which depicts a sharehouse culture where 

long days drift by, drug-addicted love interests drift in and out of homes, and there is significant 

amounts of both quiet introspection and social hedonism.  

More often than not, sharehouses are represented in pop-culture as chaotic and transient 

spaces in which sheltered young people encounter strange and magical characters, living in 

squalor whilst consuming an abundance of drugs and alcohol. These representations tell us 

something about how a new lifestyle that was less civilised and more hygiene-poor was 

becoming normalised for an educated middle-class, but doesn’t tell the whole story. They do 

not tell us just how radical these lifestyles were in the still conservative context of Melbourne in 

the 1960s and 1970s. The film Dogs in Space for example, has largely been remembered for its 

depiction of drugs, punk and nihilism and the political context in which the film took place is not 

often acknowledged. As articulated in a personal blog about the film by Sam Sejavka, on whom 

the main character is based:  

 

Twenty-five years ago, it was a smaller, greyer, far more conservative city. There were 

no street cafes. Restaurants rarely had bars and you could count on two hands the 

number of 24-hour establishments. You’d be hassled for wearing hats in pubs and 

chastised by war veterans for wearing second hand medals on the tram. You could get 

beaten up as a poofter for wearing anything even remotely peculiar ... Because the city 
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was smaller, because it was so disobliging of strangeness, there was a tendency for the 

weirdos to find each other and congregate for safety.21 

 

Sejavka emphasises how congregating together was necessary to find support, safety and 

belonging in the conservative atmosphere of the late 1970s. Sharehouses of young people 

pursuing an alternative lifestyle where they could eschew careerism, marriage and family and 

pursue hedonism and self-discovery posed a moral challenge to 1950s conservatism. The 

conditions of sharehousing, according to University of Melbourne student counsellor Ray 

Priestley, threatened students’ health and academic progress. He wrote of sharehousing in 

1964:       

The outcome is a group of fringe dwellers who because of such things as under-

nourishment, minor ailments, weariness, boredom, and home-sickness lose their 

capacity to cope with their work or to respond in any active way to the challenges of 

undergraduate life. They become particularly vulnerable to the temptations of the 

bottle, the pep pill, and in extreme cases to the dope pedlar.22 

 

In this section, I have examined the ways in which the countercultural sharehouse has 

been remembered and discussed in popular culture and in academic scholarship. Although the 

sharehouse has been present in cultural discourse and academic scholarship, the radical 

implications of this way of living in the context of post-war cultural shifts, and the ways in which 

sharehousing necessitated new ways of thinking about home and community, has been under-

acknowledged. In the following section, I examine the sharehouse cultures that emerged in the 

inner-urban space between 1965 and 1980, telling stories that go deeper than the scant 

research and pop-culture clichés that are in circulation. The various types of sharehouses that 

existed in this era represented a departure from the past and put in practice a progressive 

                                                 
21 Sam Sejavka, “The resurrection of Dogs in Space,” Sails of Oblivion (Blog post), May 6, 2009, 
http://sailsofoblivion.blogspot.com/2009/05/resurrection-of-dogs-in-space.html.  
22 Priestly quoted in Graeme Davison, “Carlton and the Campus: The University and the Gentrification of Inner 
Melbourne 1958–75,” Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 255. 
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politics. In these shared homes, inhabitants were creating a life together based on shared 

values rather than shared lineage — enacting new countercultural ways of living. 

 

The countercultural sharehouse 
 
In sharehouses, counterculturalists could find new interests, foster existing ones, and meet 

other, progressive, alternative people, who often became a quasi-family. Interviewees spoke of 

gay houses, lesbian-separatist houses, literature-oriented houses, communist houses, 

vegetarian houses, and musician sharehouses. Advertisements for sharehouses in The Living 

Daylights for example, often specified traits desired in housemates. Advertisements included 

requests such as: “camp guy requires semi-screaming queen”; “natural food freaks”; “peaceful 

type freaks”; and one advert asking for “emotional risk-taking people”.23  

 Many of my interviewees emphasised the fulfilling nature of living in a home with others 

who shared political values, cultural interests, and intellectual ideas. For Bruce, sharehouses 

were an important way of finding people he connected with when he first moved to Carlton. He 

emphasised the social nature of the sharehouses he lived in and how they expanded his world. 

He said of his first sharehouse in 1974: “[It] started my life … my whole world expanded ... oh so 

fast! Because I just started meeting people through the people in the house, going to parties 

that they invited me to. Away it went.”24 

Many young people in this era lived in homes with others who shared particular political 

goals. Daniel, who was the president of the Monash University Labor Club, lived in a Caulfield 

sharehouse dubbed the Jasmine Commune in his second year of university in 1967. The name 

was reminiscent of the Paris Commune — “It was commune as in communist not commune as 

in communard,” said Daniel. Although he emphasised that it was a politically-oriented activist 

sharehouse rather than a countercultural household in a lifestyle sense, he conceded that to 

some extent the house reflected countercultural lifestyles popular at the time. He said the 

home had a communal atmosphere. “It was certainly a group house and it was an amazing 
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place”. He went on to describe the activities at the house. “It was seen as a centre ... we were 

constantly active and most people didn't do all that well in their exams that year ... we put out 

Print broadsheet [the Monash Labor Club newspaper], we organised student meetings, we had 

a party virtually every Friday night.”25 

There were other sharehouses that engaged in communal living in a more structured 

sense, sharing money, resources and space. In these collective houses, it was hoped that 

changes to one’s personal, day-to-day way of living would create broader political change. 

These homes were often motivated by a sense that Western civilisation was failing and that 

new ways of living were desperately needed. As Peter Cock argued in the radical Contradiction 

magazine in 1971, “the demand for creating viable alternatives to the existing structure of 

social relationships will increase as the present structure demonstrates ineffectiveness and/or 

dehumanising consequences.”26 Many of the urban collective houses that emerged in this time 

were urban iterations of the rural commune: they were often run by consensus, motivated by 

far-left ideals, shared resources, and were intended as radical models for egalitarian living. They 

were supposed to transform the “Western mindset”, unravelling the societal conditioning that 

led to individualism and sexism. They also provided practical and tangible benefits, with the 

sharing of household chores and money freeing up time for inhabitants to pursue other 

interests.  

Publications from the time reveal the ways in which these urban collectives intended to 

challenge some of the perceived problems with the Western way of life. A 1975 article in 

Digger, “How a collective works”, reported on the ideological underpinnings of collective 

homes. “In this society, we are daily victims of enormous, perverted and ill motivated 

hierarchical structures; we have also been thoroughly conditioned to accept authority 

blindly.”27 An article about communal living in Honi Soit, the University of Sydney student 

newspaper, echoes these sentiments, quoting a pamphlet from Melbourne intended to 

promote communal living. The author argues that unless those in the West are taught to think 

and live collectively from birth, collective living as adults will be a struggle. “Our early sexist and 
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emotional dependency conditioning, together with the capitalist system, makes all attempts of 

living together ad hoc solutions, until such time as society is changed to one where each person 

participates as fully as possible in their own and other peoples' socialising process.”28 

Urban collectives that were run via consensus were thus a way to resist this perceived 

blind adherence to authority and individualism. Discussing the food you ate, the times you kept, 

the work you did and the everyday aspects of how you lived meant you came to an 

understanding of how your decisions and desires impacted on those with whom you lived. 

Ideally, the household would come to a compromise that would suit everyone. One of the 

members of a collective household discussed in a Digger article, Jon, articulated why he was 

resisting individualism: “We have to transcend the need to be concerned with individual 

survival, we need to become members of a collective that cherishes its members … there’s no 

hope if we remain individuals, we will all die separately.”29  

One of my interviewees, Sofia, was a member of an economic union made up of a 

network of shared houses in Fitzroy who pooled their incomes for redistribution each week. 

Every Thursday, one of the houses would host a shared vegetarian dinner and the treasurer 

would distribute funds to each household based on their needs for the coming week. The 

remaining amount was kept in a special fund for when members needed to travel or make 

other large purchases— though each member of the cooperative would have to agree to the 

funds being used in such a way. Sofia recalled feeling no resentment at sharing income. All 

members of the union were artists and actors and they all believed in each other’s hard work 

and artistic ambition, she said. The cooperative was motivated by left-wing, egalitarian politics 

and by a desire to develop a model for living where artistic pursuits would be accessible to 

everybody. As Sofia described: “it was a sort of a communitarian [sic] community where you do 

art, it was saying that art wasn’t for the elite and it was for everyone.”30 

A 1974 Digger article titled “Collective Piggy Bank” reported on this economic union as 

part of an article that explored five economic unions in Victoria. Journalist Grant Evans outlined 

the ideological motivations behind the experiment, emphasising how counterculturalists at the 
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time were concerned with the “tensions that money has set up between them and other 

people”. Bruce Spence, who was involved in the Australian Performers Group (and went on to 

become an accomplished Hollywood actor) was part of the economic union, and explained the 

ideological importance of the experiment while acknowledging the lesser risk involved for his 

middle-class demographic. “We probably move in circles which are more receptive to these 

ideas and also there is probably less insecurity involved for us if the whole thing failed than, for 

instance, most working-class people.”31 In this set of collective houses, money was pooled and 

redistributed with a commitment to living more simply and creating a support network for 

fellow artists. The pooling of money signified a political commitment to egalitarianism and 

creativity — but wasn’t done strictly out of economic necessity.  

Another interviewee, Laila, also lived in collective sharehouses in Carlton and Fitzroy in 

the early 1970s. The inhabitants of these homes were communists and all chores and childcare 

were shared. It was a feminist household too, where members of the collective were expected 

to interrogate their own and each other’s gendered conditioning with the aim of living in 

egalitarian ways. This meant there were a lot of meetings and rosters: “We had rosters, we had 

rosters for everything, we had rosters for the kids, there were often men, husbands or fathers 

were still around, they might be living in another alternative house, there were new 

relationships, and all of that was up for discussion.” Laila emphasised the organisation and 

structure that was necessary for such a household to survive. “There were two households like 

that for two years and it was run a bit like a military machine, I have to say.”32 

Val Noone and Mary Doyle’s open house on Gore Street in Fitzroy, discussed in chapter 2, 

was also founded on principles of resource sharing, but also incorporated a politics of social 

justice and direct action. This house however, was not structured in the same way as the 

houses discussed earlier. The household took in anyone who needed a bed for the night, 

providing help, food and shelter for the many locals who were affected by alcohol or drugs. This 

was an articulation of left-wing principles which aligned with Noone’s Christian values (before 

moving into this house he was working as a priest in Ringwood in Melbourne’s outer-eastern 
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suburbs). As described by Noone: “The aim of the group was to be open to all comers, to offer 

hospitality without question, to try to live in voluntary poverty and take personal responsibility 

for the issues of the day”.33 In an interview, Noone describes how he and Doyle deliberately 

and consciously changed their lifestyle, buying and consuming less and wearing simpler 

clothing. It was the Vietnam war, said Noone, that was the catalyst for this extreme rejection of 

the capitalist way of life.34 In a 1970 article in the radical Aquarius magazine, Doyle outlined 

some of the thinking behind their home, emphasising the need for humans to look after others 

in their community:  

 

We try to live in an open house and so be no better than anyone who joins us. We 

constantly fail to treat people properly but by staying here hope to learn. PEOPLE ARE 

PART OF EACH OTHER AND ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR EACH OTHER. With the coming of the 

‘global village’ it becomes more and more apparent that we are interdependent. If one 

person suffers, humanity does — we all do.35 

 

Other collective homes that emerged at the time bought together people who were 

involved in particular artistic groups. Jane Clifton was involved in the Australian Performers 

Group, living in an associated collective house next door to the Pram Factory theatre, “the 

tower”, in the mid-1970s. Clifton wrote about her experiences living there in her memoir, The 

Address Book, where she talks about various aspects of the countercultural lifestyle with a 

comedic, but reflective tone. She emphasised the structured elements of the home that were in 

place to ensure that the house was run based on democratic notions of consensus:  

 

Everything was run by committee, everything was put to the vote, no one was a star or 

received special treatment and everyone was on a roster. There were cleaning rosters 

and cooking rosters, bin and shopping rosters. All of which worked quite well in the 
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Pram Factory itself but was not as successful next door, where the tower sink was 

always full of dirty dishes.36  

 

Clifton articulated how the politics of these spaces put communalism and sharing above 

individual privacy and ownership to the point where things would be stolen from the house by 

people taking advantage of this aversion to individual ownership: “There were often strangers 

at the kitchen table or dossing in the lounge. Strangers whose bags were frequently heavier 

when they left than when they arrived… Not that any of us possessed many items of great 

value, other than sentimental — property was theft after all — but it was irritating.” The 

communal nature of the house resulted in a lack of privacy: “you were never alone in the 

tower, even when you wanted to be.” Clifton glibly describes the politics behind this 

relationship to privacy: “privacy was of course, a bourgeois concept and people barged in and 

out, willy-nilly, to use the toilet while you were in the shower or bath, and vice versa. You 

learned not to give a shit.”37 

Another sharehouse based around a shared interest in the arts was the TRIBE sharehouse, 

an actors’ sharehouse in a “large airy mansion” in Toorak. In this sharehouse, as described by a 

1971 article in High Times, it was “hard to tell where rehearsals end and life begins.” The article 

reports: “it’s not unusual to arrive at the TRIBE house to find a room full of people half tranced 

involved in a humility exercise. Many of the TRIBE rehearsals revolve around magnifying and 

experiencing the humanness we all take so much for granted.” This house was not just a 

sharehouse, but a hub for those involved in acting and theatre and a place in which members 

could expand their understanding of humanity. The writer noted how the house avoided 

fighting and dysfunction, emphasising the ways in which democracy was prized by the group. 

“Doug, though the founder, refuses the leading role. All members of TRIBE are equal in 

authority. Suggestions for the future and ideas on the present can soar from as many as twelve 

mouths. Yet this would be one of the only large democracies where decision making doesn’t 

dwindle into petty personality interjections and flagrant communication breakdowns.”38 
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These collective sharehouses had varying levels of success. Some counterculturalists 

looked back on their time in collective houses somewhat critically, seeing their idealism and 

commitment to politics as naive and obsessive. Laila remembers standing in a supermarket car 

park looking jealously at a car full of young people eating ice-cream on their way to the beach, 

lamenting that she never seemed to have a day off from politics to enjoy simple pleasures.39 

Meetings in which very personal material was discussed honestly and in great detail was a 

feature of many of these collective homes. Because these experiments with collective living 

were seen as politically important, conflict was expected, and even welcomed. Of these homes 

Laila says “there was some heated discussion. But in the end there wasn’t any bad feeling ... if 

there would be bad feeling then we might ask someone to leave, if they didn’t fit in or 

something like that. So yeah, so there was some difficult times like that, but mostly people got 

on and enjoyed living here.”40 Interpersonal conflict was an acceptable and cathartic way of 

resisting this individualism. 

Some also noted the difficulties in rejecting individualism, sharing resources, and 

pursuing consensus. In a Digger article on collective houses, “The end of a collective: Good 

buzzes weren’t enough to make me stay”, Helen Garner reports on a series of failed collective 

houses. One inhabitant, Terry, complained about the downfalls of sharing resources: “no-one 

thought of anyone else’s needs. It got to the point where you had to hide food if you wanted to 

have breakfast.”41 A High Times article about communal houses, published as part of an edition 

dedicated to communes and communal living, laid out some of the reasons why communal 

houses fail:  

 

What we are attempting to do is create a whole new personality type. Right from birth 

we’ve been indoctrinated and trained into the possessive restricted and aggressive mold 

of the nuclear family. Openness, honesty, love, unselfishness, the whole bit we’re 

aiming at, have all been positively discouraged in the process of our socialisation. And 

what’s more, most of this indoctrination process has been carried out before we had the 
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capacity to reason out whether we were prepared to accept or reject the shit that was 

being fed into our heads.42  

 

The failure of communal housing to work for individuals was often put down to the ways 

in which people in the West are socialised to be individualistic. 

Another type of sharehouse that emerged in this era was the unstructured communal 

sharehouse. These were not politically motivated collectives, but had progressive politics 

embedded in them in various ways. Often, these sharehouses were made up of young people 

from various corners of the counterculture. Some housemates might have been ideologically 

connected — for example they might both attend the same women’s consciousness raising 

group, or discuss left-wing philosophies at home, or all be vegetarian and environmentally 

conscious. Typically, some aspects of these houses were shared — it seemed that for most 

homes, a kitty for shared food and some shared meals was the norm. However, these houses 

differed from the housing collectives discussed earlier in that they allowed for a more 

independent, individualistic, and spontaneous way of life. As Peter Cock describes them: “the 

aspirations of the members of urban communities were the pursuit of autonomy, of self-

awareness and power over themselves, and freedom from unwanted dependencies. Their lack 

of strong commitment to the group, of shared intimacy and continuity, were seen as small costs 

to pay, if costs at all … They were dissatisfied with the Corporate State, but still restless, 

rootless and searching.”43  

Whether intentionally political or not, however, the lifestyles in these sharehouses 

furthered a progressive politics. In many of these houses, intellectual stimulation, experiential 

living, artistic pursuits, activism, and self-expression were more important than traditional 

career trajectories. Social, busy and open homes were more important than material security or 

hygiene standards. Money, at least ostensibly, was not important in these households — and, 

as discussed in chapter three, a “grungy” existence became a marker of progressive, anti-

materialist politics.  

                                                 
42 Chris Hector, “I know you’re doing it… but don’t tell me,” High Times 3, no. 1 (January 1972): 4-5.  
43 Cock, Alternative Australia, 87. 
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This description of a sharehouse from Helen Garner’s 1992 novel Cosmo Cosmolino 

emphasises the reckless energy with which the people in these communities went about their 

personal relationships and departed their houses. It is the voice of a 30-something year old 

woman looking back at her time in sharehouses a decade earlier: “households exploded or 

collapsed, friends quarreled and parted forever, police thundered on the door at five a.m. and 

hauled the junkies away.” This description also captures how different aspects of the 

counterculture collided in the sharehouse space — far-left politics (“property is theft”), drugs, 

emotional openness, communal cooking, and artistic expression: “Cooking was rostered and 

bands practised in the bedrooms and toothbrushes like icicles hung by the wall, it was 

demonstrated to Janet many a time that property is theft.”44 

For many, the unstructured sharehouse model facilitated personal liberty, individuality 

and expression. Gina lived in shared homes in Fitzroy and Carlton in the mid-1960s and early 

1970s, and eventually purchased her own home in North Fitzroy in the late 1970s. She has been 

the main tenant since, still running it as a sharehouse. She articulated her preference for this 

model of sharehousing: “I am not attracted, and still not attracted to anything structured. What 

I did was kind of organic. People were individuals within a house and their individuality was 

respected. If people have particular peccadilloes you just respect it.” She went on to describe 

the culture she attempted to foster in this home: “people could live their own lives, they could 

be who they wanted to be, they weren’t forced into a particular set of rules.”45 

Many interviewees who lived in unstructured sharehouses emphasised the importance of 

a social, intellectually stimulating environment, explaining how much they enjoyed having 

homes that were open to visitors. One interviewee Alice, repeatedly emphasised the 

importance of conversation in her sharehousing experiences. She lived in several sharehouses 

in Carlton and Fitzroy in the early 1970s, and in each of these homes ensured that there was no 

television set, a decision which was “pivotal to [her] experience of shared houses”. The houses 

she lived in were social, and each night a communal dinner was held where housemates would 

converse and share ideas. Said Alice: “We had great discussions, everyone was pretty left-wing, 

                                                 
44 Helen Garner, Cosmo Cosmolino (Ringwood, Vic.: McPhee Gribble, 1992), 72.  
45 Gina Hardy, interview with Molly Mckew, June 15, 2017, North Fitzroy, Victoria.  
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and they bought their friends ... we used to sit around and talk ... you know heated discussion a 

lot of the time, people walked out, upstairs.” Alice emphasised several times throughout the 

interview that she never had a television in any of her houses and how much she enjoyed long, 

raucous and stimulating conversations around the table.46 Janis, too, recalls cooking big meals 

and having visitors over most nights to eat dinner and drink flagons of claret. She emphasised 

the social aspects of her house, recalling holding emotional and political conversations until the 

early hours of the morning.47 

When I asked Sarah, who lived above a fruit shop in Lygon Street in the 1960s, whether 

her household had a culture of sharing and communality she initially answered no: “We just 

shared the house, we didn't share much apart from arguing over the kitchen table.” But later 

she spoke more about the culture of that particular house, revealing how the discussions she 

had with her housemates were about fairly topical subjects. This revealed a high level of 

sharing, intellectual stimulation, and connectedness in the home: “We argued about how we 

were going to organise people to be taught better, how they should be taught from the age of 

two, should the state take over, or no should they be left? We had these wonderful arguments 

... we had all the answers in the world then.”48 

Another feature of shared and collective houses that appeared throughout my 

interviews was the discourse of the sharehouse as family. Interviewees spoke about whole 

houses or networks of houses going out together at night, going away on the weekends, and 

making sure all members of the household were fed each evening. Alice said of her Carlton 

houses in the early 1970s: “We used to go camping together and go away for the weekend... it 

was really fun! We had dress-ups and Christmas parties ... it was like family ...” Sharing food 

was important in Alice’s sharehouses. In each house there was a roster for cooking and eating, 

with each of the five housemates cooking once a week, meaning there was a communal meal 

on the table every weeknight.49 

                                                 
46 Alice Gray, interview with Molly Mckew, May 22, 2018, Melbourne, Victoria.  
47 Janis McMahon, interview with Molly Mckew, August 6, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria.  
48 Sarah Davies, interview with Molly Mckew, July 4, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria. 
49 Alice Gray, interview with Molly Mckew, May 22, 2018, Melbourne, Victoria.  
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Jane Clifton also emphasised the familial aspects of her East Brunswick sharehouse where 

she lived in the mid-1970s. Clifton reflected on the fact that many in her community had 

purposefully distanced themselves from their parents. As she described: “We established the 

Orphan’s Christmas dinner, which would become a custom in our group for years to come. 

Most of us had rejected the traditional notion of Christmas along with the so called ‘bourgeois’ 

trappings of family life.”50 For her and her peers, blood ties — seemingly connected to 

traditional gender relations and conservatism — were an old-fashioned way of finding social 

sustenance.  

Many men and women I interviewed had minimal interactions with their families once 

they moved to the inner-urban space, sometimes because of strained familial relationships due 

to their participation in countercultural activity or simply because they didn’t seem to have 

anything in common with their families. A much valued aspect of the sharehouse culture that 

emerged at the time was the formation of a new support network bound by shared values and 

progressive thinking, and not by blood — and was symptomatic of the deeply felt generation 

gap at the time.  

Although these sharehouses were not structured in such a way that they were intentional 

political experiments, a desire for community, intellectual and interpersonal connection, and 

personal freedom was part of the culture of these sharehouse communities. In the next section, 

I will discuss other aspects of the inner-urban space that fostered community-based, 

humanistic ways of living, looking at the emergence of grassroots organisations and 

cooperatives in the inner-urban space between 1965 and 1980.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
50 Clifton, The Address Book, 316. 
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Grassroots collectives and the ideal of community 
 

So far, remotely done power and glory — as via government, big business, formal 

education, church, has succeeded to the point where gross defects obscure actual gains; 

in response to this dilemma and to these gains a realm of intimate personal power is 

developing – power of the individual to conduct his own education, find his own 

inspiration, shape his own environment, and share his own adventure with whoever is 

interested.51  

The Whole Earth Catalogue, 1968 

 

This quote is from the Whole Earth Catalogue, an information booklet and guide to alternative 

living. It was first published in the United States in 1968 and was re-quoted in an article 

promoting alternative living practices in a 1972 edition of High Times. The Whole Earth 

Catalogue was influential in countercultural communities in the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Australia, and contained information about alternative interests and activities 

such as building domes, farming, marijuana, children’s liberation or race relations. As Garrie 

Hutchinson describes in High Times, anything “relating to the insistent desire to save the planet 

and man.”52 In a Guardian interview with its creator, Stewart Brand, it was referred to as the 

“book that changed the world”.53 References to the catalogue and calls for an Australian 

version can be found in countercultural publications from the 1970s in Australia.54 A 1971 

edition of High Times promoted the catalogue as an important resource for those wishing to 

live a revolutionary way of life. The Whole Earth Catalogue encapsulated many aspects of the 

counterculture; a Do-It-Yourself (DIY) ethos, a disillusionment with large institutions, and a 

desire for liberation from the oppression of these structures.  

                                                 
51 Stewart Brand. The Last Whole Earth Catalogue: Access to tools (Menlo Park, California: Unknown publisher, 
1968), 2.  
52 Garrie Hutchinson, “The Last Whole Earth Catalogue or What,” High Times 1, no. 5 (1971): 8-9.   
53 Carole Cadwalladr, “Interview: Stewart Brand’s Whole Earth Catalogue — the book that changed the world,” 
Guardian, May 5, 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/may/05/stewart-brand-whole-earth-catalog. 
54 For example, in Revolution 1, no 2. (1970). 
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Doing things oneself and creating grassroots organisations outside of “the system” was 

imagined to have broader political impacts. Community-run organisations would undercut the 

powers of capitalism and government and liberate individuals to shape their own environment, 

encouraging responsibility to oneself and broader society. These organisations also 

encapsulated a desire to be connected to the products one consumes on a day-to-day level. 

Creating organisations run for the community and by the community was perceived as an 

antidote to the alienation and dehumanisation of capitalism. Several of these types of 

grassroots collectives and cooperatives emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in Melbourne’s inner-

urban space, providing the community with services such as education, entertainment, theatre, 

childcare, and food products. In this section, I will examine the ways in which 

counterculturalists created and engaged with small, grassroots, organisations and cooperatives, 

showing how this way of organising was perceived to create a more humanistic, 

interconnected, and community-based way of life.  

In the U.S context, there has been some research on collective organisations that 

emerged in this period. Historian David Farber argues that a key project of the counterculture 

was “building communities focused on human-scale production that valued artisanal 

competency and community utility,” and shows how these ideas have filtered into subsequent 

generations.55 Likewise, the community-based organisations that came into being in Melbourne 

between 1965 and 1980 which supported small-scale artisanal and artistic production have had 

significant cultural influence since. 

Between 1965 and 1980, independent and grassroots organisations became part of the 

counterculture in Melbourne’s inner-urban space. The La Mama theatre was founded in Carlton 

in 1967, and became a collective, the Australian Performers Group, in 1970; the Melbourne film 

cooperative was founded in 1970; the Carlton-based Melbourne Arts Collective and the Carlton 

Food Cooperative were founded in the early 1970s; as were community schools such as Sydney 

                                                 
55 Craig Cox, Storefront Revolution: Food Co-ops and the Counterculture (New Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University 
Press, 1994); David Farber, “Self-Invention in the Realm of Production: Craft, Work, and Community in the Sixties-
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“The Counterculture's Looking Glass,” in Groovy Science: Knowledge, Innovation, and American Counterculture, 
edited by David Kaiser and Patrick McCray, 392-395 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016); David Farber, 
“Building the Counterculture, Creating Right Livelihoods,” The Sixties: A Journal of History, Politics, and Culture 6, 
no. 1 (2013): 1-24. 
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Road Community School (1972) and Fitzroy Community School (1976). Health or social services 

collectives also appeared, like the Women’s Health Collective, which opened in East Melbourne 

in 1974, or the Women’s Liberation Halfway House Collective in 1975. Services like Link-Up, an 

advisory telephone service that provided callers with information on anything from Aboriginal 

Health Services, to local events, to environmental groups, also appeared, operating out of a 

terrace house in Prahran.56 There were also smaller or short-lived collectives which left little 

physical evidence. One interviewee, Janis, was involved with a crafts collective called Vesuvia 

that met in Fitzroy in the mid-1970s and created and sold handicrafts. She said of the collective 

that it “wasn’t commercially successful and fell apart over relationships I think – as these things 

tended to.”57 

Most, if not all, of my interviewees interacted with cooperatives and collectives to some 

extent. There was a strong desire amongst counterculturalists to create products themselves, 

join or found grassroots organisations, or partake in community arts. There was an energy and 

excitement for creative responses to societal problems. Because of the progressive political 

atmosphere after the election of Gough Whitlam in 1972, some of these experiments gained 

government support. As historian Susan Blackburn says about the atmosphere at the time, 

“new ideas bubbled up and were enthusiastically seized, sometimes later being absorbed into 

government policies after the experimentation had been carried out below.”58 

There was also a strong DIY impetus within the counterculture. Magazines such as 

Digger and Revolution contained information on checking your breasts for lumps, fixing your 

own bike, and encouraged readers to grow vegetables and cook at home, publishing recipes for 

health food breakfasts and items like bread or nut butter. Interviewees spoke about making 

their own muesli, learning to craft geodesic domes, and fashioning kitchen furniture out of 

other people’s rubbish. Peter Cock interviewed a household of counterculturalists who made 

candles in their garage to sell to locals, ran leatherwork groups, and knocked down the fence 

between two terrace houses to create a joint garden which they landscaped themselves.59 

                                                 
56 Minchin, The people's yelo pages, 70. 
57 Janis McMahon, interview with Molly Mckew, August 6, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria. 
58 Susan Blackburn, Breaking Out, 14.  
59 See chapter 2, Cock, Alternative Australia.  
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A rejection of “expertise” was a key driver of these countercultural activities. It was a 

means of protesting the ways in which knowledge had been taken away from citizens and 

placed with governments and corporations. There was a fear that reliance on authorities was 

undermining citizens’ abilities to deal with interpersonal and societal problems. Phil O’Carroll, 

who founded Fitzroy Community School in 1976, argued against a societal reliance on 

“professionalism” in a 1974 edition of The Living Daylights:  

 

Bring back folk medicine, common knowledge of medical matters. Solve our differences 

out of court, especially in the area of family and social law. Bring back man-to-man 

justice that doesn’t depend on a library of statutes and an army of policemen. And help 

out when someone’s drunk, terrified, lonely, got too many kids, penniless, old, young, 

exhausted.”60  

 

This article captures the countercultural desire to eschew big institutions and relate to 

those around you on a more human level. In his 1970 analysis of countercultures in the U.S., 

Theodore Roszack argues that the youthful counterculture were rejecting the way in which the 

adult generation have “surrendered their responsibility for making morally demanding 

decisions, for generating ideals, for controlling public authority, for safeguarding society against 

its despoilers.”61 Learning how to create the goods and services needed by the community, 

within the community, was a way of taking responsibility and power away from big institutions. 

Providing citizens with resources and information about their rights also reflected this desire, 

evidenced by the existence of resources like The People’s Yelo Pages and organisations like Link-

Up. 

This anti-authoritarianism and DIY spirit found its expression in an urban commune that 

was founded in Melbourne in the early 1970s, consisting of three nuclear families (eight 

individuals in total). A 1973 Living Daylights report on the commune detailed its philosophies. 

The group were “concerned about the authoritarian society” and believed that “basic needs 
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such as food, shelter, clothing and transport have become the prerogative and province of 

experts. Experts perpetuate the myth that they know best, so that a particular area of expertise 

becomes one of those things that doesn’t belong to the people”.62 Along these lines, many 

collective houses aimed to create their own infrastructure, grow their own food and source 

their own bulk foodstuffs.  

The Light Powder and Construction Works in North Melbourne, founded by a group of 

Monash University students, was founded in 1973. It aimed to fulfill a number of functions, 

describing itself as a “resource centre, an information agency, a research group, a clearing 

house, a gathering point and hopefully, a catalyst.” In their submission to the People’s Yelo 

Pages the group laid out their aims: 

 

To foster the growth of a critical awareness of the nature of our own society, to explain 

the connection between the goals, values and institutions in our own society and the 

plight of the majority of people living in the ‘third world’. To awaken in people a feeling 

of greater involvement in and responsibility for this situation. To lead people to believe 

in their potential power to act, both as individuals and with others, to change Australia’s 

society. We believe that our society faces an unprecedented crisis in terms of its values 

and institutions; we believe that all of its aspects must be called into question. We are 

anti-imperialist, we are concerned with the formulation and creation of alternatives. 

OUR AIM IS TO CONTRIBUTE TO A MOVEMENT FOR THE TOTAL TRANSFORMATION OF 

OUR SOCIETY. 63 

  

To achieve these aims they conducted a variety of activities at their premises on Victoria 

Street in North Melbourne, a suburb bordering the south of Carlton. Here, one could access an 

international library of progressive literature, learn about the plight of the “third world”, use a 

gestetner (a printer), or utilise their meeting space. The “works”, as they were also known, 

published their own newspaper from 1974, Powder magazine. The publication featured listings 
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of new library material, reprints of interesting articles from other publications, and information 

about world politics. The group wrote, laid out, and printed the magazine on premises, taking 

long lunches or having knock off drinks and pizza at an Italian restaurant over the road, Don 

Camillo. “The works” was a community of people as well as an organisation. It also had 

connections with various other strands of Melbourne’s counterculture; it housed Digger writers 

and their printing equipment and had links to the TF Much Ballroom on Brunswick Street, 

Fitzroy, and to the International Bookshop on Elizabeth Street in the Melbourne CBD, which 

stocked far-left literature.64 The manifesto above captures some of the idealism with which 

collectives like this were founded in this era and some of the ideas about personal responsibility 

and societal change that were circulating. Its broad range of resources and links to other 

organisations show how intermeshed countercultural interests and activities were in 

Melbourne’s inner-urban space. 

The education of children also became a site of countercultural experimentation in the 

1970s, with several grassroots, community-oriented, alternative schools founded in this era. 

Many pointed to the way in which education was a powerful social conditioner. Transforming 

the education system was a way in which to foster alternative values in future generations and 

transform society at large. Further, schools were perceived as spaces that could serve as 

community hubs, connecting parents with each other and with the educators of their children. 

A breakdown of the authoritarian hierarchy between teacher and child and teacher and parent 

was a key project of alternative education in this era. An Age education supplement in 1973 

described progressive schools as “schools which aim to break down the old stuffy barriers 

between home and school.” In her research on alternative education in the 1970s, McLeod 

quotes the supplement’s description of community schooling. “Kids go on lots of excursions, 

and adults come into the school – mums, dads, skilled or unskilled, potters, artists, anyone who 

can interest kids and make the ‘community’ a real part of school life.”65 
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 161 

Some alternative options were founded as streams in existing mainstream schools, like 

Swinburne Community College or Huntingdale Secondary School. Others were set up as small, 

independent, community schools, such as Sydney Road Community School and Lynall Hall 

Community School, both in Brunswick. Others were short-lived, grassroots experiments, like the 

community pre-school that was established in a room above the Feedwell Foundry bakery in 

Prahran in 1972. This was founded by folk-singer and activist Glen Tomasetti, Brian and Pamela 

Peacock from Feedwell Foundry, Lily and Rob Brett, and several other interested parents that 

lived in the area. The group were inspired by the ideas behind the Summerhill democratic 

school in the U.K, founded by Alexander Niell, and by other educational thinkers such as Paul 

Goodman, who was a staunch critic of formal schooling in the United States. Parents took it in 

turns to run sessions in the room above the bakery or take the children to the local park, and 

they did not charge parents for enrolment. This school was short-lived, lasting only 12 months, 

because, as recalled by Pamela, “the education department would not hear of endorsing such a 

radical concept.” Further, many of the children by that time were school age and parents made 

the decision to enrol them in other schools.66 

In her research on Swinburne Community College and Huntingdale Secondary School, 

McLeod found that the ideal of community was a key driver of the schools’ philosophies. 

Community was “valorised as the site of local authenticity, of organic social relations against 

the institutionalised, de-personalised, hierarchical arrangements of conventional schooling.” It 

was hoped that the style of schooling would have broader societal effects. As she describes, 

“embracing community offered an enrichment of schooling and signalled the possibility of 

egalitarian and democratic alliances within and beyond the school walls.”67 

Phil O’Carroll, co-founder of the Fitzroy Community School discussed in chapter two, 

told me that he felt mainstream schools were afflicted by a lack of community, saying “the 

village is gone and the extended family is gone”. Philip says of his Fitzroy school: “what we have 

done is reinvent the extended family. If you go back 100 years people had big families and they 

didn’t have cars. People lived in their local area and the kids would know, you know, 100 
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people… we have recreated extended family by having teachers who get to know the children.” 

Phil and Faye wanted to break down the dichotomy between home and school to encourage a 

community-based way of life. As Faye says, “it’s always been part of the counterculture to 

break down that dichotomy”. The school began as a communal house, with teachers and others 

involved living in the house and cooking together. The school was also initially run by 

consensus, in line with popular countercultural thinking at the time. Interestingly, Philip and 

Faye quickly decided that that would not work, and somewhat credit the success of the school 

to this decision. Faye recounted a time early in the school’s beginnings when the person in 

charge of shopping for that week returned from the market with all the weeks’ shopping money 

spent on a bag of rump steak. She realised that a successful organisation would need a leader 

to create and impose rules. 

The school’s philosophy also incorporated an anti-bureaucratic sensibility. Philip is 

passionate about undoing the blind adherence to authority found in formal schooling. For 

example, if his students have an opportunity to go to a farm for the day to witness the birth of a 

horse, they will go, and simply reschedule classes for the next day. The children do not wear 

uniforms, and instead of disciplining children when they’re disruptive, the teachers simply wait 

until one of them asks “shouldn’t we be learning maths?”  

Philip also spoke passionately about the dehumanising effects of the mainstream school 

regime, which, in his opinion, because of its authoritarian nature, produces children who can’t 

take responsibility for their own behaviour. “They have had years and years of just totally 

robotic regime that they have had to conform to... when they finish schooling and their feelings 

are no longer suppressed, they don’t know how to handle themselves! They are a mess!” Philip 

and Faye wanted to nurture children into young adults that were free from the trappings of a 

bureaucratic and dehumanising Western modernity and who could take responsibility for 

themselves and those around them. The school also incorporated an anti-materialist 

philosophy: its motto is, and always has been, “people before things.”68 This school’s 

ideological foundations encapsulated many of the countercultural values of the time: freedom 
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from bureaucracy and authority, individual self-expression and empowerment, anti-capitalism, 

and creativity. The school departed from its peers in that it did not run by consensus — 

something that may well have contributed to its continuing success.  

Sydney Road Community School in Brunswick, north of Carlton, was founded in 1972 

and incorporated countercultural thinking into the ways in which the school and its personnel 

were managed. The school was started by Bill Hannan, who was also involved with the Pram 

Factory theatre, and Gil Freeman in a former methodist Sunday School hall. It had a “student 

centred” curriculum that included yoga, anarchism, and origami. In 1973, the first alternative 

high-school certificate in Victoria was introduced to its curriculum, allowing students to 

graduate year 12 based on negotiated learning outcomes and without competitive 

assessment.69 The founders of the school had also experimented with communal living, 

practicing income-sharing in an urban collective.70 The school still runs along similar principles. 

Another school, Lynall Hall Community School, was set up in Brunswick 1976. The school 

was student centered and democratically run. Former teacher Roger Holdsworth recalled how 

the entire school of seventy students and twelve to fifteen teachers would meet every 

Wednesday morning to discuss all aspects of how the school was run, including the curriculum. 

A 1980 school prospectus stated of these meetings: “whilst it is a slow process educating 

students to discuss issues, rather than always being told what to do, we have been pleased at 

student interest in mastering meeting techniques. We believe it is essential for students to 

achieve this in order to be able to exercise power over their lives and environment now and in 

the future.” For a short while in the late 1970s, the school attempted to make decisions by 

consensus after a year 12 student convinced them that this was a good idea. However it did not 

work long-term because “at times, this became decision-making by exhaustion, as opponents 

would ‘give up’.”71 
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Other alternative forms of schooling were founded in the 1970s, like Melbourne Rudolf 

Steiner School, based on an educational system that had been operating in Western Europe 

since the early 20th century inspired by the philosophies of Austrian philosopher and mystic 

Rudolf Steiner. Tao Bak’s research on the founding of the school in 1976 argues that its 

existence was made possible by the Whitlam government’s provision of funding opportunities 

for independent schools and an atmosphere of change and optimism that was present in the 

early 1970s. The chair of the Whitlam Government's 1973 Australian Schools Commission said 

“I have not since then seen a time in education of equivalent optimism and hope. People of all 

political persuasions were energised.”72 Similarly, the founders of Fitzroy Community School 

pointed to the openness of councils and governments towards experimental and progressive 

ideas as the reason why their radical model for education was able to thrive at the time.  

 
Figure 4.3. Philip O’Carroll and Faye Berryman with their children, late 1970s [Source: 

Fitzroy Community School, “About the School,” accessed April 15, 2019. 

https://www.fcsbook.com.au/about.html]  
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Several grassroots collectives and cooperatives based around the performing arts and 

cultural production also emerged between 1965 and 1980. Many operated with democratic 

principles and made decisions by consensus. Some were public-facing, more formal 

organisations, whereas others, like the Fitzroy-based economic cooperative of actors and 

artists, or the Prahran based theatre collective TRIBE, discussed above, were smaller and less 

formal. Some collectives had associated collective houses.  

An influential arts collective in this era was the Australian Performers Group (APG, 

discussed briefly in chapter two), founded in 1970 by a group of actors, directors and writers 

who had been performing since 1967 in a disused pram factory in Carlton. The collective was 

run by principles of consensus, was non-hierarchical, and was partially funded with grants from 

the newly formed Australia Council for the Arts.73 The collective wrote and performed 

experimental shows that tackled “real” issues, for example gender inequality, and aimed to 

produce “authentic” stories using Australian accents and featuring “real” Australian characters. 

This was a reaction against the ways in which commercial and state-sponsored theatre featured 

Australian actors with cultivated English accents and produced works with glamorised or 

superficial storylines and characters. The APG were explicitly inspired by Marxist ideas and 

wanted their productions to be accessible for the working-class, both in terms of audience and 

participation in their production.74 A 1972 paper aimed at its members stated, “we want 

change, and we want to work out how theatre can best help to achieve it … What we are after 

is an indigenous theatre that speaks to real people. And unfortunately at this time, helps to 

change the way they see the world and themselves.”75  

The Melbourne Film Cooperative was also founded in the early 1970s and similarly 

aimed to showcase experimental films that were “real”, rather than superficial or sanitised 

Hollywood narratives (figure 4.4 depicts a Melbourne Film Cooperative meeting). Fred Harden, 

who founded the collective in Carlton in 1970, said he was inspired by the alternative cinema 

he had seen emerging from other cities such as New York and London, and wanted to emulate 
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the film collectives that were operating there. He was motivated by anti-authoritarian and 

experimental ideas. The films screened by the cooperative often featured nudity and were 

subject to censorship investigations by the Victorian government. In an interview, Harden called 

the collective “Woodstock for filmmakers”, explaining how the events that were produced by 

the collective were for community benefit and not commercial interests.76 Albie Thoms, of the 

Sydney Film Cooperative, which shared imported films and ideas with the Melbourne 

cooperative, wrote in Revolution magazine in 1971 of the liberating potential of taking the 

medium of film out of the hands of the mainstream film industry. “Underground activities have 

restored film as a free expression medium and worked against the market commodity concept 

developed by the film industry.” For Thoms, the film cooperative movement was a means of 

mind-expansion and a way of accessing a more pure, human creativity. “It has been a purifying 

movement, restoring pre-industrial concepts of film, when film was a means of expanding 

perception, creating a capacity to see in a new way.”77  

 

 

                                                 
76 Fred Harden, interview with Molly Mckew, November 7, 2019, Abbotsford, Victoria.  
77 Albie Thomas, “Underground movies,” Revolution 1 no. 7 (1970): 34. 
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Figure 4.4. Melbourne Film Cooperative, 1977 [Source: John Hughes, “The rise and fall of 

Australian filmmaker’s cooperatives: 1966-1986,” Senses of Cinema, 2015, accessed April 15, 

2019. http://sensesofcinema.com/2015/australian-film-history/australian-filmmakers-co-

operatives/]  

 

The Melbourne Arts Cooperative also emerged in the 1970s, though information about 

it is scant. Several advertisements for the collective can be found in countercultural magazines. 

One advertisement in Revolution magazine in 1970 described it such: “MAC is an attempt to 

transcend the present definitions of the artistic consciousness and bring creativity back to 

where it belongs — with everyone.”78 Fred Harden remembers it as a somewhat ephemeral 

organisation that had no fixed address, but recalls that it was often run out of the back of a 

church hall in Carlton. He recalls that its performances — music, poetry, theatre — inspired him 

to screen films because it was clear that there was an appetite for alternative arts. Like other 

organisations described here, the Melbourne Arts Collective was a community-minded, 

egalitarian and democratic organisation. In July 1970 the collective advertised a concert and 
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film screening they were organising to raise money for the “Carlton kids from the commission 

flats.” They are “our friends, and they should be your friends too” the advert stated.79  

Community-based handicrafts and fashion collectives were also emerging in these 

countercultural communities. Sally Gray’s history of the fashion label Flamingo Park, founded in 

1973 by Jenny Kee and Linda Jackson, emphasises the founders’ lack of interest in mass-

production and large fashion institutions or corporations. A friend of Jenny Kee’s, Clarence Chai, 

also a designer, met Kee in a sharehouse in Carlton in the late 1960s. He describes the fashion 

scene in Carlton at the time: “it was more about friendship than a big corporation, everything 

was interconnected rather than people coming in from the outside. I always wanted to keep it 

under my control and be a bit more creative.”80 Singapore-born Chai’s designs incorporated 

local Australian motifs — motivated, like the APG actors, to represent a “real”, local, Australian 

aesthetic, but also utilising Asian inspired aesthetics.   

  Melbourne’s first community-controlled radio station, 3CR, was also founded during this 

time. At a public meeting held at the Pram Factory in June 1974, a new group called the 

Community Radio Federation was formed. At its initial meeting, the group established several 

goals. It aimed to disrupt the monopoly over the airwaves held by commercial interests, to 

encourage and facilitate community participation in radio, and to provide space for 

marginalised voices, for example Aboriginal people, women, and the working class. The 

federation won one of 12 radio licenses available in 1975, and in 1976 3CR began to broadcast 

from a space in Armadale, a suburb in Melbourne’s south.81 In 3CR’s very first broadcast, the 

announcers introduced it as “the first radio station owned and operated by a cooperative of 

community organisations.”82 In 1977 they moved to Collingwood, where broadcasting hours 

were increased to 6am until midnight every weekday, and 24 hours a day on the weekend. 

                                                 
79 Revolution 1, no. 3 (1970).  
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81 3CR, “About 3CR: Station History,” available online at 
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82 “LOCAL AIR: Radical History: 3CR”, June 26, 2016. Available online at 
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Many shows on the station were run by specific interest groups, such as feminists or those 

rallying for Palestinian liberation.83 

 

Conclusion: Creating community  
 
Much countercultural activity in the time of my research was oriented around the ideal of 

community. The creation of grassroots, community-based organisations and dense, 

interconnected, sharehouse communities facilitated a connected and humanistic way of life. 

This could be seen in the countercultural sharehousing practices that occurred from the early 

1960s — in sharehouses, inhabitants could meet like-minded people and enjoy diverse, dense 

and “real” connections with others with whom they shared interests or politics. The alternative 

communities in the inner-suburbs allowed people to discover parts of themselves and grow as 

individuals, but within a community of others. Both intentionally political households and 

unstructured households seemed to value being part of a community of progressive, like-

minded people, and carried with them an implicit critique of what they saw as an older, 

materialistic, individualistic and narrow way of life.  

Finding, founding, or taking part in community-based and owned initiatives was also a 

feature of the countercultural lifestyle. Alternative arts, education, media, social services, and 

communal living put the ideal of community and participation at the forefront of their 

operation — with many embracing a non-hierarchical, non-authoritarian operating model. 

Finding power within the community and mobilising as a cohesive unit, free from overarching 

authority, was a motivator in many of these experiments. The ideal of community was seen as 

an antidote to an alienating and disempowering capitalist bureaucracy. 

The idealism felt by these counterculturalists meant hours were spent trying to make 

these experiments work: unravelling interpersonal conflict, planning for the future, or 

attempting to reach consensus. This demonstrates the conviction many counterculturalists had 

at the time that operating on a grassroots, communal level would truly transform both society 

and the individual. But they did not always work long-term, with communal houses and 
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collectives falling apart for various reasons — because consensus decision making didn’t work, 

because of the emotional pressures of experiments in polyamory or partner sharing, or because 

of financial tensions. One interviewee told me she left the theatre collective she was 

volunteering for because she was given a job manning lights even though she had no idea how 

to do it – but because of the organisations non-hierarchical values and their commitment to 

equality, felt that she couldn't decline it. The frustration she felt at being out of her depth was 

the last straw.84 

The “works” in North Melbourne fell apart in 1977 after it lost funding and some 

members moved to a farm in rural Victoria to live off the land. But the challenges of managing 

the “works” had felt urgent, and worth the struggle. Peter Britton wrote of his involvement 

with the organisation that: “we had a sense of life as protest; that had its various dimensions 

but it was also exciting and fun. We were constantly reminded by feminists and others that the 

personal was political. That was tiring, intellectually, physically, and emotionally. But overall we 

experienced a buzz that came from a sense of being somewhere near the leading-edge of 

cultural and social innovation in Melbourne.”85  

Similarly, interviewees spoke about feeling a need, and even responsibility, to “fix the 

world”, as Sarah said.86 Laila said that she and her fellow Marxist housemates truly felt that 

they “were going to be part of the collapse of capitalism, it felt like something really dramatic 

was going to happen”.87 Investing in organisations and initiatives that operated with 

humanistic, democratic principles was thus a way of resisting reliance on bureaucrats and 

“expertise”, eschewing a failing capitalism and ultimately, working against the many societal ills 

counterculturalists perceived were being perpetuated by the Western way of life. This new 

community-oriented, human-centred lifestyle, it was hoped, would foster a radical everyday 

existence and create a more humane future.  

 

 

                                                 
84 Mary Alford, interview with Molly Mckew, March 2, 2017, Daylesford, Victoria.  
85 Peter Britton, “The Light Powder and Construction Works,” 310.  
86 Sarah Davies, interview with Molly Mckew, July 4, 2018, Clifton Hill, Victoria. 
87 Laila Fanebust, interview with Molly Mckew, February 27, 2017, Footscray, Victoria.  
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Chapter 5: Moving away from the nuclear family 
 
In previous chapters, I explored how Melbourne’s inner-urban counterculturalists lived out 

their progressive politics by experimenting with various aspects of everyday life. This chapter 

continues this work, focusing on how people living in these countercultural communities 

resisted the nuclear family structure and traditional notions of gender and sexuality. This era 

was witness to women’s and gay liberation movements which prompted many to examine the 

ways in which gender and sexuality was socially constructed. This resulted in experiments in the 

inner-urban space that aimed to challenge these constructions. I firstly examine how feminist 

movements unfolded in Australia and in the inner-urban space specifically. I then look at 

feminist criticisms of the nuclear family and motherhood and the ways in which communal 

living was perceived to further women’s liberation. Finally, I move on to examine how these 

countercultural communities worked against expectations of heterosexuality and monogamy as 

the “natural” way of conducting relationships for men and women. In these countercultural 

communities, new ways of relating to one another as men and women and as lovers and 

partners were put into practice — women and men shared homes where they divided up 

childcare and housework, engaged in casual sexual relationships, shared partners, and were 

able to live openly as gay or lesbian people.  

This stood in contrast to the way of life that was promoted as part of the Australian 

“suburban dream”, which, as discussed in chapter one, was actively encouraged by national 

media and government policies in the 1950s and 1960s. For example, regulations meant that 

many women had to leave the workforce when they had children.1 These societal pressures 

demanded adherence to specific models of masculinity and femininity, with the male as 

breadwinner and female as carer and domestic homebody.2  Although these specific and 

separate gender roles for men and women may have been subverted or challenged by 

                                                 
1 Glenda Strachan, “Still working for the man? Women's employment experiences in Australia since 1950,” 
Australian Journal of Social Issues 45, no. 1 (2010): 117-130. 
2 John Murphy and Belinda Probert, “Anything for the house: recollections of postwar suburban dreaming,” 
Australian Historical Studies 36, no. 124 (2004): 546. 
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individuals, the lifestyle “suburbia” entailed was, and still is, often seen by feminists and 

politically progressive critics as an ideology that trapped, isolated, and oppressed women.3  

There is a passage towards the end of Helen Garner’s 1984 novel The Children’s Bach 

that explores the clashing of the “old” world and the “new” world, represented by the 

counterculture. The protagonist Elizabeth is looking after her old friend Dexter’s children at his 

inner-urban home, alongside her seventeen year old half-sister Vicki. The children’s mother 

Athena is away, and at dinner time the youngest son Arthur asks “what’s for tea”? 

  

‘We’re drinking”, says Elizabeth. ‘We’re drunk. Why don’t you cook something’ 

‘I’m hungry’, he said, with more force. 

‘Eat some cheese’. 

Vicki laughed, and drank. Arthur thought for a moment. His eyes slid to the closed 

bathroom door. 

‘Billy will be hungry too when he comes out of there,’ he said. ‘He’ll be absolutely 

starving. And he can’t cook’ 

‘But you could,’ said Elizabeth. She turned her full attention on him, and he rose to it. 

‘But I don’t know how to’ 

‘But you could if you tried’ 

‘But my mother never taught me’ 

‘But I can teach you’ 

‘But you’re not my mother’ 

‘But I can still teach you’ 

‘But I’m not allowed to turn on the gas.’ 

‘But I can turn it on for you’ 

                                                 
3 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1965); Germaine Greer, The Female 
Eunuch (London: Paladin, 1971); Lyn Richards, Nobody’s home: Dreams and realities in a new suburb (Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 1990); Betsy Wearing, The ideology of motherhood: A study of Sydney Suburban Mothers 
(Sydney: George Allen and Unwin, 1984); Sheila Rowbotham, “To be or not to be: the dilemmas of mothering,” 
Feminist Review 31 (1989): 82-93; Sophie Robinson, “The Man Question: Men and Women’s Liberation in 1970s 
Australia,” Outskirts: feminisms along the edge 31 (2014) online. 
http://www.outskirts.arts.uwa.edu.au/volumes/volume-31/sophie-robinson. 
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‘But I might burn myself.’ 4 

  

 In this passage, Elizabeth refuses a mother role and urges Arthur to help himself to make 

dinner. She is tipsy, and perhaps feeling freed up to do and say as she pleases. The children and 

their carers end up eating pizza, and later, drunk teenage Vicki has sex with the children’s 

father, Dexter, when he arrives home. Afterwards, Dexter, slightly remorseful, watches Vicki dry 

herself off after a shower. 

  

This was modern life, then, this seamless logic, this common sense, this silent tit-for-tat. 

This was what people did. He did not like it. He hated it. But he was in its moral universe 

now, and he could never go back.5 

  

This novel takes place in the early 1980s, in the decade following the countercultural 

experiments of the 1970s. In his 1985 review of The Children’s Bach, Peter Craven describes 

how Garner’s novel brought together two couples who inhabit completely different worlds, 

taking an “old fashioned happy couple at the edge of middle-age, cultivated and a bit daggy” 

and exposing them to “the mordant intimacies of a couple of survivors from something like the 

Monkey Grip world but ten years older now, shorn of countercultural illusions, sophisticated 

and highly successful.”6  

Dexter is caught between these two worlds — an old world represented by a stable 

suburban household where there is always food on the table, and a new world where women 

resist such domestic pressures. It is a battle between a world with traditional, conservative 

relations between men and women and one where the rules of who can and cannot have sex 

with who have been thrown into question. In the novel, exactly who is responsible for whom, 

and who is or is not a child is muddied. The rules of sex had changed and the rules of mothering 

had changed — these characters exist in a new, as Garner had put it, “moral universe”. 

                                                 
4 Helen Garner, The Children’s Bach (Melbourne, Vic.: McPhee Gribble, 1989), 120. 

5 ibid., 137. 
6 Peter Craven, “Of war and needlework: the fiction of Helen Garner,” Meanjin 44, no. 2 (1985): 209-219. 
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Garner’s novels, particularly Monkey Grip, depict a countercultural community where 

women are not defined by their ability to procreate or by their potential for marriage. The 

women of Garner’s fiction occupy roles much broader than mother and housewife; they live in 

transient sharehouses, drink alcohol, smoke marijuana, go out late to gigs and parties, have 

lovers, make art, and pursue intellectual interests. They resist anything similar to the families in 

which they were brought up — as Garner’s protagonist from her 1992 novel Cosmo Cosmolino 

describes, “we hated our families and tried to hurt them; we despised our mothers for their 

sacrifice.”7 Garner’s early novels examine the intimate ways in which countercultural women 

and men resisted conservative gender relations. Garner has said that it was the women’s 

movement — a movement that made the fabric of women’s and men’s personal lives political, 

and public8 — that allowed her to delve deeply into “what happens in people’s houses.”9 

The ways in which these countercultural women and men lived had political significance 

and did not come without hard work, tension, and sacrifice. As Bernadette Brennan writes of 

Garner’s early novels, the “new patterns of living that they establish offer, particularly for the 

women, a sense of liberating possibility beyond marriage and childrearing, but that freedom is 

coupled with compromise and loss”.10 “Jenny” wrote of a communal living experiment in the 

Melbourne University student publication Farrago in 1974: “We are creating the new culture, 

so much of which is an ideal, still nebulous… this ideal is not the matriarchy, it is something new 

and as yet unformed”.11 In these communities, new ways of relating to each other as men and 

women, and as lovers, friends and parents were emerging, placing the most intimate parts of 

everyday life under scrutiny and challenging conventional notions of family and gender.  

While histories of Australian feminism, gender and sexuality do mention countercultural 

lifestyles and communal housing, most do not look in-depth at how the counterculture, 

sharehouse communities, and gender and sexuality were intertwined in the late 1960s and 

                                                 
7 Helen Garner, Cosmo Cosmolino (Ringwood, Vic.: McPhee Gribble, 1992), 73.  
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throughout the 1970s. The majority of sociological or historical work on feminism in this period 

looks at campaigns for political and legal rights and the changing nature of femininity, or 

examines debates about marriage and motherhood.12 Scholarship on feminism and gender has 

failed to look specifically at the lifestyles of the artists, activists and hedonists of the 

counterculture and how they shaped, and were shaped by, debates about gender and sexuality 

at the time. 

Scholarship on gender and sexuality in this era pays little attention to countercultural 

communities in the urban space.13 In the international collection Feminism and Community, 

only one chapter looks at communal living, and is focused on separatist arrangements in a rural 

setting.14 Australian feminist Anne Summers makes a passing reference to communal living as a 

backdrop for her early feminist activism in the 1970s, however does not go as far as to 

emphasise the significance of communal living for women’s liberation.15 The significance of 

urban countercultural lifestyles for women’s liberation have also been discussed in scholarship 
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Suburbia, edited by Roger Silverstone, 86-107 (New York: Routledge, 1997); Tony Dingle, “Consumer goods, 
housewives, and time use in the suburban home from the 1920s to the 1980s,” in Consumer Australia: Historical 
perspectives, edited by Judith Stuart and Kim Humphrey, 171-182 (Newcastle upon Tyne, U.K.: Cambridge Scholars, 
2010); Ann Game and Rosemary Pringle, “Sexuality and the Suburban Dream,” Journal of Sociology 15, no. 2 
(1979): 4-15; Lesley Johnson, “’As Housewives We Are Worms’: Women, Modernity and the home question,” 
Cultural Studies 10, no. 3 (1996): 449-463; Wearing, The ideology of motherhood; Jean Taylor, Brazen hussies: A 
herstory of radical activism in the women’s liberation movement, Victoria 1970–1979 (Melbourne, Vic.: Dyke 
Books, 2009); Michele Lonsdale, Liberating Women: The Changing Lives of Australian Women since the 1950s 
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Marilyn Lake, Getting Equal: the History of Australian 
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from cultural studies and literature as part of analyses of the work of Helen Garner.16 In 

histories of gay liberation, countercultural lifestyles and shared homes are also present, but not 

emphasised.17  

It is clear from my research however, that many counterculturalists and feminists were 

thinking and talking about how their new way of living was different, progressive, and superior 

to the nuclear family of “suburbia” — imagined as a way of life that was at best boring, and at 

worst a tool of capitalist and gendered oppression. I argue in this chapter that sharehousing 

and communal living had political significance for women, men, and the family. 

Shared and communal living furthered feminist goals and undermined the nuclear 

family in a number of ways. Firstly, the very existence of communal and shared housing meant 

that women could live outside of the family home but not within a heterosexual relationship — 

there was a community of people and somewhere to physically be where women could freely 

enjoy independence from a male partner or father figure. Secondly, the idea of sharing labour 

— which happened in many, but not all, shared homes — meant that women could pursue 

interests outside the home and had more time free from domestic labour. The sharing of 

childcare also freed mothers up to pursue other interests and meant they were able to go out 

at night (particularly important for those involved in drama, art and music). Thirdly, 

experiments with polyamory undermined the centrality of heterosexual monogamy. It meant 

that women and men could explore sexual fulfilment with multiple people and live within a 

community of people where long-term monogomy was not expected – though, as I will explore, 

pressures in the countercultural milieu to experiment with polyamory often came with pain and 

jealousy. Fourthly, the shared homes of the counterculture often acted as welcoming and safe 

spaces for homosexual or bisexual men and women. They provided places of refuge and 

support and often became somewhat of an alternative family for counterculturalists. The day-

to-day lifestyles of inner-urban counterculturalists represented a radical departure from the 
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past, and paved the way for men and women to live together, love each other, and create 

families in new and radical ways. 

  

Feminism & the counterculture 

 
To provide context for feminist critiques of the nuclear family, heteronormativity, and 

motherhood, this section will provide background on some of the key feminist debates and 

aims of the 1970s. Many feminist campaigns aimed to free women from compulsory marriage 

and motherhood, through, for example, the right to equal pay so women could stay in the 

workforce or access to abortion or the contraceptive pill. Societal expectations of motherhood 

were much discussed by feminists this period, particularly within feminist consciousness raising 

groups. It was hoped that new legal freedoms would mean that women could thrive 

independently from men. It was imagined that the sharing of childcare, domestic tasks and 

emotional responsibilities between men and women in shared homes was a way in which 

feminist critiques of the nuclear family could be put into practice. 

In this period, women’s participation in the paid workforce, higher education, and 

politics was much lower than that of men, and marriage and childbirth was the common life 

trajectory for women. There were policies and legal barriers that meant women were 

encouraged to pursue motherhood and marriage. Even when women did work, it was often 

expected that they would leave their jobs as soon as they started a family. In 1961, only a 

quarter of the paid workforce was made up of women, and until 1966, women in the public 

service were required to resign as soon as they married.18 

Women in the workforce usually occupied roles that were traditionally “women’s” work 

— one quarter were stenographers and clerks, 11% shop assistants, 6% nurses, 5% teachers 

and 4% were textile machinists.19 Female workplace participation rose to 38.6% of women by 
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1970, and by 1978 it was sitting at 44% (which was 36% of the workforce).20 By the early 1970s, 

women were more likely to stay in the workplace even when married — in 1966 only 14% of 

the workforce were married women and by 1973 it was 20%.21.Married working-class women 

were more likely to be working than married middle- or upper-class women. Working-class 

women made up one-third of the married workforce in 1966, mainly in manufacturing and 

process industries.22 Pay was less than men’s pay (and still is, today) — though this began to 

change in the early 1970s, when a 1972 equal pay case ruled that women should get “work of 

equal pay for work of equal value”. This was however, rolled out slowly, on a case by case basis, 

and relied on trade unions to institute individual cases.23 

In marriage, women were subject to the will of their husbands, though this began to 

shift slowly. In 1973, the new progressive Whitlam government introduced no-fault divorce, 

which meant it became much easier to separate from one’s partner. In the same year the single 

parents payment was introduced, making it easier for women to survive as single mothers.24 In 

1983, women were able to apply for a passport without their husband’s approval and in the 

same year marital rape was outlawed in N.S.W. and Victoria.25  

Prior to legal changes around abortion and contraception, prohibitive abortion law and 

the expense and limited availability of the pill made motherhood likely for women. Abortion 

law became subject to significant public debate in the late 1960s. Victoria became the first state 

to effect reform in 1969. The liberalised law stated that doctors were permitted to perform an 

abortion when “it was necessary to preserve a from serious danger to [a woman’s] life or to her 
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physical or mental health.”26 Two of my interviewees recall difficulties accessing abortion for 

themselves or their friends in the early 1970s. They named one well-known and in-demand 

doctor, Bertram Wainer, who, unlike other doctors, was sympathetic to women’s right to 

abortion and would agree to do the procedure. He was described by one interviewee, Sarah, as 

“the saviour of half of the women in Melbourne” and by the Sydney Morning Herald as “the 

man who brought abortion out of the dark.”27  

The introduction of the pill in 1961 also resulted in new freedoms for women. It meant 

that women could pursue sex for pleasure without the risk of pregnancy. It was, however, 

difficult and expensive to obtain. It was hard for single or unmarried women to find a doctor 

who would prescribe it to them and it was subject to a luxury goods tax until 1972, when the 

tax was lifted by the Whitlam government. One interviewee, Gina, recalls lying to doctors and 

telling them she was engaged in order to access the pill in the late 1960s.28 Such barriers meant 

that prior to the reforms of the late 1960s and early 1970s, women were encouraged to pursue 

domestic life and motherhood.  

Feminist movements were asserting a public presence by the late 1960s in campaigns 

that addressed many of these issues. They demanded equal pay, rights to abortion and birth 

control, and political representation. The publication of Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch in 

1970 played an important role in circulating feminist ideas and fuelled feminist activism. In 

various ways, feminist activism promoted women’s presence in the public sphere – figures 5.2 

and 5.3 depict actions that promoted women’s presence in pubs, in the workplace, and “out of 

the kitchen and into the world”. Figure 5.2 depicts an early feminist action in Queensland that 

involved two young women in 1965 chaining themselves to the Regatta Hotel front bar to 

protest the segregation of women into the “ladies lounge”.29 
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Figure 5.1. Merle Thornton and Rosalie Bognor, Regatta Hotel Protest, 1965 [Source: University 

of Queensland News, “When philosophy is a way of life,” accessed April 15, 2019. 

https://www.uq.edu.au/news/article/2016/10/when-philosophy-way-of-life]  

 

Expectations of feminine appearance and behaviour were also changing in this period, 

encouraged by feminist discourse, by activism and by new media publications that showcased a 

more independent and empowered woman. In 1968, a new, glossy magazine aimed at forward-

thinking women, Pol was founded, edited by Oz co-founder Richard Walsh.30 A 1974 edition of 

Pol contained a compatibility test which urged readers to question whether they were in the 

right relationship, provided advice on achieving clitoral orgasm during sex, and listed tips on 

how to ask your male boss for a raise.31 Pol’s content was aimed at sexually empowered, 

independent, fashionable, intelligent, and working women. Mainstream media was also 

presenting a new kind of femininity to the public and women’s liberation was gaining 

acceptance outside of the counterculture. In the first edition of long-running women’s 

magazine Cleo in 1972, editor Ita Buttrose stated of her intended readership: “Like us, certain 

                                                 
30 Donald Horne, Time of Hope: Australia 1966–1972 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1980), 30. 

31 Pol, September 1974. 
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aspects of Women’s Lib appeal to you, but you’re not aggressive about it.” Tongue-in-cheek, 

Buttrose distanced Cleo from a more hardline, radical mode of feminism. “And, again like us, 

you’re all for men as long as they know their place!”32 

There were different strands of feminist thought in this era. Radical feminists saw the 

pursuit of traditionally feminine beauty standards as inherently oppressive. Kate Millett’s 1970 

book Sexual Politics encouraged women to examine the ways in which masculinity and 

femininity had been socially constructed and to live out this feminist politics in their personal 

lives.33 Radical feminism often used the motto “the personal is political”. An important part of 

radical feminist action involved campaigning against oppressive beauty standards. The radical 

feminist Women’s Action Collective’s 1970 protest at a Miss Teenage Quest competition in 

Melbourne featured placards asking “what use is a beauty queen?/to decorate the bosses [sic] 

office/good breeding stock/but never given equality???”34 There was some tension between 

radical feminists who were more “hard-line” and feminists who were not. In May 1970, 

Australian feminist scholar Anne Summers attended a conference in Melbourne on “Female 

Conditioning” of which she reported: “those espousing minority views were frequently 

patronised or even jeered at. One woman abused several of us for wearing make-up … others 

were castigated for knitting during the sessions.”35  

The ways in which women were routinely sexually objectified in media and in everyday 

life was objected to by the countercultural magazine High Times, which in 1971 published a 

male centrefold, Doug Anders (see figure 5.2), an actor who lived in the TRIBE sharehouse in 

Prahran, discussed in chapter four. The accompanying article argued that women have for too 

long served as visual stimulation: “in expensive clothing to nothing she’s been used like thickly 

coated butter as a tasty morsel for the visual medium. As a practical lesson in Women’s 

Liberation, High Times has decided to decorate its centre spread with a beautiful man. Raise 

                                                 
32 Quoted in Megan Le Masurier, “My other, myself: Cleo Magazine and Feminism in 1970s Australia,” Australian 
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your eyes women; gawk, perve or be repulsed. Get to know the 7000 types of male rib cages, 

buttocks types, shoulder widths, leg shapes and genital size.”36  

 
Figure 5.2. Doug Anders posing for High Times magazine as the “man of the month”. [Source: 

High Times, September 1971]  

 

There were tensions within the Women’s Liberation movement in Melbourne and in 

Australia more widely because some women argued that white feminists failed to acknowledge 

issues faced by women of colour. At a time when Aboriginal rights were becoming more 

                                                 
36 High Times, August 1971. 



 183 

prominent on the political agenda, many Indigenous women felt that mainstream feminism 

failed to represent their particular experiences. Jean Taylor wrote in a memoir of her 

involvement in feminism in the 1970s (using the radical feminist spelling of “women”, which 

replaces the ‘e’ with a ‘y’ as to remove the word “men”): “apart from the fact that the policies 

and activities of the womyn only movement didn’t take their concerns into account at all, it was 

not in the best interests of Indigenous womyn to separate themselves from the combined and 

mutual concerns of Indigenous men.”37 

Indigenous academic Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s Talkin Up to the White Woman 

described the ways in which white feminists excluded Indigenous women’s experiences. She 

argued that white feminists believed that “women are oppressed primarily because they are 

women” and that “priority must be given to overcoming gender oppression at the expense of 

other oppressions”. She argues that this feminism failed to account for the multiple layers of 

oppression experienced by Indigenous women due to race and the violence of colonisation.38 

This was particularly relevant to debates about abortion. As pointed out by Indigenous rights 

activist Roberta Sykes in 1973, Aboriginal women had suffered from forced sterilisation and 

abortion and thus the liberalisation of abortion law was something Aboriginal women feared 

could be used to create “greater opportunities for abuse against black women.”39 There were 

many different opinions about how to be a feminist in this era. The counterculturalists of my 

research most often encountered feminism through university or through consciousness raising 

groups and incorporated feminist actions into their daily lives in different ways. 
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Figure 5.3. International Women’s Day Protest, 1972 [Source: Micheal Wilding, “The 

decade of liberation, its coalitions, and consequences,” The Australian, March 9, 2019. 

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/the-decade-of-liberation-its-coalitions-

and-consequences/news-story/1e3160723e33b05a596425ee89ffc702]  

 
First encounters 
 
Feminist ideas could be found in many places — suburban women’s groups, university feminist 

groups, and in books and magazines. In interviews, many women spoke positively about their 

first encounters with feminism and how feminist ideas drove their desire for a progressive way 

of life. By the 1970s, feminist activism had become as dominant in university politics as the left-

wing and Marxist thought that had dominated in the mid-to-late 1960s. One of my 

interviewees, Denise, was involved in left-wing politics from the late 1960s and remembers that 

it was from “about 1970”, that “gender relations came into the picture” and when the left-wing 

sharehouses she occupied became more and more aware of women’s liberation.40 Anne 

Summers wrote in her 1994 “Letter to the next generation” that feminist ideas seemed to be a 
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logical extension of anti-war activism in this era. When Summers applied the language of 

oppression to her everyday life as a woman, “everything was suddenly open to question”. 

Women in activist movements began to ask why they were playing supporting roles, i.e. making 

tea and answering phones rather than playing leading roles in activist movements.41  

It was not just university students who were campaigning for women’s rights. The 

Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL), founded in 1972, was dominated by white women in their 30s, 

many of whom had children. WEL aimed to increase women’s political representation and 

include women’s voices and perspectives in the democratic process.42 Many Australian women, 

young and old, were also influenced by feminist scholarship, such as Betty Friedan’s 1963 the 

Feminine Mystique from the United States, and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, 

published in 1970. Greer’s book was a hit: it quickly became a bestseller, and was translated 

into eight languages.43 It was witty, candid and rude, and vividly described the feeling of living 

in a world dominated by men. In it, Greer laid out the pressures and the sacrifices of being a 

woman: 

  

I’m sick of pretending eternal youth. I’m sick of belying my own intelligence, my own 

will, my own sex. I’m sick of peering at the world through false eyelashes, so everything I 

see is mixed with a shadow of bought hairs; I’m sick of weighting my head with a dead 

mane, unable to move my neck freely, terrified of rain, of wind, of dancing too 

vigorously in case I sweat into my lacquered curls. I’m sick of the Powder Room. I’m sick 

of pretending that some fatuous male’s self-important pronouncements are the objects 

of my undivided attention, I’m sick of going to films and plays when someone else wants 

to, and sick of having no opinions of my own about either. 
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Greer’s experiences resonated with many Australian women. Melbourne-based lesbian 

activist Liz Ross’ memoir of this period recalls the questioning of the status quo she experienced 

after reading Greer’s book. She began to be aware of “second-rate pay, second-rate jobs, fewer 

opportunities, lives bogged down in suburbia; this didn’t reflect individual women’s 

inadequacies or even desires – it was a system designed to put women in second place.”44 

Similarly, Rita, a research participant in Talking up a Storm, a study on a consciousness raising 

group from the 1970s in Melbourne, said: 

  

I had the feeling women were put down and kept back for no good reason, but I never 

discussed it with anyone because there was no one to talk about it with. Then Germaine 

Greer’s book came out. I’m not saying that was the catalyst to everything for me, but 

when I read it and saw what she was saying, I knew this was the beginning of more 

widespread things. I hadn’t read much about the feminist movement or women’s 

liberation before that. So after I read her book I think I must have rung up the Women’s 

Centre. And then I joined a CR group.45 

  

Women’s groups and consciousness raising groups were a common way in which 

women encountered feminism in this era. As described by Kristin Henry and Marlene Derlet in 

Talking up a Storm, consciousness raising groups “involved weekly meetings of small groups 

whose members spoke, often for the first time in their lives, about their experiences as 

women”. By discussing their lives, says Henry and Derlet, “and their childhoods, their 

relationships, sexuality and gender roles, women were able to see that what they considered 

their individual lot was actually the shared oppression of women, and they could take action to 

end it.”46 Michelle Arrow argues that consciousness raising groups “sought to make the 

personal political”, situating individual experiences within “a larger social experience”, which 
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“sought to transform the nature of politics”.47 In these groups, private, intimate details of 

womens’ lives were seen as “worthy of political scrutiny.”48  

One of my research participants, Mary, was living in Carlton after the break-up of her 

first marriage. On the day of her divorce she attended her first consciousness raising group. The 

group met in a fish and chip shop, said Mary, because the organisers insisted that “none of us 

were cooking dinner!” She realised that day that the downfall of her relationship had come 

from power struggles because both of them were working artists — “he would say ‘if we were 

both working, who would bring in the cup of tea?’” The pressure of being his domestic support 

within the relationship was too much because “we were struggling to both be artists”. The 

consciousness raising group, she said, gave her an “aha!” moment. “I didn’t really know much 

about the world… It was an enormous revelation and freedom. ‘Oh, so I am not stupid or I am 

not nasty or wrong?’ It was very supportive and freeing.”49 

Gina, living in Carlton, said she first encountered feminism when she was 18 and her 

friends started a consciousness raising group: ”I was very wide-eyed and it was all very 

mysterious. I didn’t understand it until years later.”50 Another interviewee, Laila, who first 

encountered feminism in 1971 in a Sydney sharehouse, recalled that consciousness raising 

groups were held “all the time” in her activist household. She said that it “was completely mind 

blowing in one way. Everything gets shaky about what you thought”. She later moved to 

Melbourne and lived in far-left sharehouses where her and her housemates held regular 

consciousness raising groups. On reflection, she said: 

  

We were very consciously doing feminist stuff, the men were very consciously trying not 

to be hideous men, and we were all failing on all counts really. We didn’t know what we 

were doing… We were really exploring a lot of psychological material in our own lives 

with very little knowledge of what we were doing … there must have been casualties.51 
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This comment reveals the way in which women were talking about, for the first time, 

psychologically “heavy” material — revealing to each other the ins and outs of their romantic 

relationships, their relationships with their parents, with sex, and with their bodies. 

 

Marriage, motherhood and suburbia 

 
A common topic of discussion within feminist circles was marriage and the nuclear family. The 

pressures and expectations of marriage and children were a key theme in my fieldwork and 

primary research and were tied up with discourses about the “suburban” way of life and its 

perceived ills. As discussed in chapter one, this disdain for “suburbia” has roots beyond the 

countercultures of the 1970s. However, in the countercultural era of my research there was a 

renewed contempt for this way of life. The construct of suburbia was often invoked in 

interviews, memoirs, and journalism as somewhere that a true progressive would loathe to be. 

As outlined earlier in this thesis, as suburbia was expanding in the 1950s and into the 1960s, it 

was promoted as the superior place in which to bring up children. It thus became home to 

many young families. However, many have argued that stay-at-home mothers living in the 

suburbs were isolated and unhappy. Many suburbs grew very quickly in the 1950s and were 

insufficiently serviced with amenities and public transport. This necessitated increasing car 

usage, which meant women were less likely to encounter each other on the street, as they 

might have when doing chores and shopping on foot. This resulted in, argues Chambers, “a 

fragmentation of the community of women”.52 

Feminists in this era critiqued the expectation that women should find fulfilment 

through motherhood, marriage and life in the suburbs. It was argued that the pressures and the 

time-intensive nature of motherhood prevented women from finding pleasure in other 

pursuits, such as work, politics, or creativity. This feminist critique of the suburban way of life 

was famously captured in Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) and many Australian 

women had comparable experiences.53 Glen Chandler’s memoir points to The Feminine 

Mystique as a book that inspired her, as an adult, to enrol in her high school certificate and 
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start attending a women’s consciousness raising group. She says of the discussions that took 

place there: “We were all dissatisfied with the smallness of our lives. We wanted more, more 

from life, more opportunities, and sometimes just an unarticulated more.”54 The unhappiness 

of many women is evidenced, as feminist writer and journalist Anne Summers points out, by 

the rise of antidepressants in this period. Summer’s refers to a Women’s Day article which 

urged women to find a way out of their unhappiness through going on a “high-energy 

antidepressant diet”, rather than relying on “tranquillisers, sedatives and antidepressants” to 

cure what the article referred to as “housewife syndrome”.55  

Many memoirs and primary sources authored by women in this period reveal feelings of 

being trapped or bored. In a memoir, Jenni Mitchell describes how she was motivated to get 

involved in community centres and adult education movements in the mid-1970s because of 

feelings of isolation after moving to the outer suburb of Mount Waverley from a small country 

town. “I had nothing much to do, no car to take me anywhere, two small children, and no-one 

spoke to me for the first six months (apart from shop assistants and the staff at the local health 

clinic).”56 

In 1973, The Living Daylights published an article titled “A Drudge’s Daydream”, the 

author complaining that “women are supposed to be transported to the land of eternal bliss 

(suburbia) and surething fulfilment by getting married and having kids … heaven help any 

married woman foolish enough to speculate whether or not this society is worth such 

expensive mortar.” She goes on to describe her life as a mother: “my older children started 

school and I was left at home with the youngest and with TV, books and … masturbation for 

consolation. Lonely, lonely, lonely”.57 

A year later “trapped” of Wodonga wrote to the Living Daylights for advice, complaining 

about being stuck at home caring for two kids while at night her husband uses her body “as a 

corpse to masturbate into”. “I am checkmated by the rules of this life into a state of living 
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death” she says. “There must be somebody among the readers of The Living Daylights who can 

tell me the right next move.”58 

Similar critiques of suburbia and marriage can be found in academic work from the 

period, for example Anna Yeatman’s 1970 piece “The Marriage-Family institution” in the 

Australian Left Review. Yeatman asks: “What kind of human creativity can develop or express 

itself in such a constricted and falsely private space? What is the nature of that remnant of the 

world left to human beings when they see their humanity mirrored in a prize rose or decorated 

cake?”59 This speaks to a common perception of suburbia as a way of life that posits superficial, 

domestic pursuits as fulfilling. More often than not it was the women doing this domestic work, 

while men were urged to be the cogs of public life.  

Other writing by counterculturalists posits that marriage is an oppressive institution 

representing a bureaucratisation of human relationships and an embroilment in “the system”. 

This article against marriage in High Times, titled “Better Dead than Wed”, urges readers to 

abandon legal marriage and embrace a DIY approach:  

 

Every marriage act in the world virtually reeks of male dominance. Every woman who 

waddles her way up the aisle is blatantly accepting governmental repression, I now 

pronounce you man and idiot … If you want to retain the friendship and freedom of love 

don’t sign that contract. Do not endorse the ugliness of 2000 years of laws and paranoia 

... if a man and a woman dig each other enough to envisage spending some time 

together this can be done without involving the wrath of god and government. Simply 

decide you are married.60 

 

Murphy and Probert’s research on suburban life in the 1950s reveals that for many 

women, however, a supportive community could be found in the suburbs. Similarly, Lyn 

Richards’ research on a new suburb of Melbourne, referred to with the pseudenom 

“Greenacres”, suggests that the idea that women were unhappy in suburbia is somewhat of a 
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“feminist myth”. Her study found that most women she spoke to did not complain of a lack of 

community or of feelings of isolation, arguing that “there is little evidence that people sought 

community in any sociological sense of local belonging or interaction.”61 Murphy and Probert 

add to their argument however that women's experience of community depended on their 

conformity to gender roles of the time. “The very strength of these local communities was also 

the basis of their exclusivity, as those who could not—or would not—conform to the male 

breadwinner and female homemaker model found themselves in a stifling and often 

judgmental place.”62 

Clearly, the experience of being a wife and/or a mother in “suburbia” varied depending 

on one’s locale and community. The problem with suburbia was perhaps not that it was 

inherently isolating, but that it relied on very strict gender roles and life trajectories — which, if 

not conformed to, could result in exclusion. One woman interviewed by Murphy and Probert, 

for example, said that being a single mother in 1950s suburbia felt “almost like [being] a 

leper”.63  

A logical extension of feminist critiques of marriage and the suburban lifestyle was a 

reappraisal of dominant narratives of motherhood. Many feminists in this era questioned 

whether it was the “natural” role of a woman to be the primary caregiver and resisted the idea 

that to be truly fulfilled as a woman one should become a mother.64 This often involved a 

questioning of the ways in which children were being brought up in the mainstream. The 

“private” family home in suburbia was seen as detrimental to raising open-minded, social and 

generous children and detrimental to the mothers hopes of living a truly fulfilling life. It was 

often perceived that it was bad for children to be sheltered from the diversity of everyday, 

adult life. 

Mothering represented a dilemma for feminists in this era, as many feminists were 

already mothers or wanted children at the same time as being aware of the ways in which 

motherhood and domesticity can used to oppress women. However, more often than not it 
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was the predominant ways in which women were expected to mother and the place in which 

they were expected to mother — i.e. “suburbia” —  that was the problem rather than 

motherhood itself. For feminist women who were also mothers, collective and shared housing 

in the inner-urban community was a way in which they could reconcile their desire to mother 

with feminist principles. 

Historian Isobelle Barrett Meyering argues that feminists in this era questioned 

motherhood in three significant ways: they “challenged the assumption that children are 

necessary for self fulfilment”; “challenged the assumption that women should be the main 

caregivers”, and “saw the nuclear family as a source of oppression”. Thus, for these feminist 

women, childrearing was an opportunity, “an avenue to put feminist values into practice.”65 In 

her 1984 study of three different groups of Sydney mothers in the late 1970s, sociologist Betsy 

Wearing added to this that the “feminist” mothers of her study often thought that “children 

need to relate to a number of male and female adults”, and that “a good parent also attempts 

to fulfil their own needs by developing their personality.”66 

Dominant narratives of motherhood were also critiqued in left-wing and countercultural 

literature. Lee Comer wrote in a 1972 edition of the Australian Left Review that “a mother isn’t 

letting her child be when she makes herself indispensable in its eyes, neither is she when she 

concentrates all the care in herself instead of sharing it with others.” Here, this way of 

mothering is seen as suffocating and damaging for the child as well as the mother. Comer 

suggested that counterculturalists can counter these problems through experiments with “new 

forms of living … within the present society.” The pathway to “freedom”, argued Comer, is 

“through a counterculture … the society which is not and is not-yet should be the motor of 

present practice.”67 

I encountered similar ideas about motherhood and childrearing in interviews. Gina, who 

lived in Fitzroy in the 1970s, reflected positively on the way in which children were part of her 

everyday life. “Kids would be accepted as part of the party,” she said, whereas “more 

conservative people would have their kids at home with their babies”. Her friend Hannah said 
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“there were kids in these pubs, where there were very adult conversations! Parents wanted 

their kids to be exposed to the discussions that were going down.”68  

Motherhood was also being contested in mainstream politics. The Whitlam 

government’s Royal Commission into Human Relationships in 1974 was prompted by the 

increased visibility of feminism in the 1970s and generated over 1300 submissions from men 

and women. Many critiqued the pressures placed on women to sacrifice personal interests in 

favour of motherhood. Historian Michelle Arrow summarises: “Motherhood, they argued, 

prevented them from making a ‘full contribution’ to society and it could even hobble their 

emotional well-being.”69 Arrow argues that the commission “represented state 

acknowledgement of the fact that motherhood was no longer compulsory … but also that the 

policy norms circumscribing motherhood (and fatherhood) were changing rapidly.”70 

Throughout the 1970s the birth rate did indeed fall —  from 1966 to 1971 it was on average 2.6 

per woman and by the late 1970s it had fallen to around 2.0.71 
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Figure 5.4. Mother and child in a North Fitzroy sharehouse, late 1970s. [Source: Photo provided 

by research participant] 

 
The possibilities of communal living 
  

Advert: “Commune: Melbourne commune to be established. So far we are three adults 

and one child. Aim: non-sexist, kid and people oriented collective. View to permanence, 

collective responsibility to children and each other. Phone 825 137.”72 

  

The strictures of the nuclear family and motherhood were rejected by many counterculturalists 

and feminists and both men and women pursued lifestyles that allowed them to redefine the 
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expectations of their gender. Inhabitants often spent hours talking about and confronting their 

gendered conditioning in order to pursue the equal division of labour and egalitarian relations 

within the home.   

For feminist mothers, there was significant discussion about the potential of communal 

and shared living. Some women moved into shared housing with the fathers of their children, 

some as single mothers, and many for explicitly ideological reasons. Others, often single 

mothers on a low income, says Meyering, moved into sharehouses out of “sheer necessity”.73 

In some communal settings, responsibility for children was shared. As Wearing notes in her 

study of feminist mothers, “there was a deliberate attempt to get children to relate to a 

number of adults from an early age and to allow the mother to leave the child without warning 

and for any length of time during the day.”74 

The ideals of the communal home were articulated by Germaine Greer in a feature 

about the writer (which was intended to examine her feelings about U.S food, but covered 

much more), in a 1971 edition of the Cincinnati Enquirer. Greer outlined a model for “other 

kinds of communities not based on a single relation of a man to a woman, but rather something 

whereby there is an interaction between a group of people on a more sophisticated level.” 

Greer told the journalist: “take some of those lovely old houses (she points out the window of 

the taxi) that are being divided into horrible little apartments. It’s time to rip down those 

divisions and turn them back into lovely whole houses again, letting larger groups of people live 

in them and interact in a sort of small and free sort of way.” Greer argued that this would 

create a more peaceful way of living for couples and families: “this way, if there is friction 

between the couples who comprise the ménage, it doesn’t disrupt the whole thing … the family 

is only an extremely tense and miserable place because it’s just too small.”75  

 Journalist Michael Quinn wrote in Digger in 1974 about what motivated him to try a 

new way of living: “nuclear families all around me. Expression and confirmation of the 

oppression of women. Kids made dependent for so long. Inhabitants putting their family before 

the rest of humanity. Private property fetishes exercised over other humans. Sexuality 
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straightjacketed. Lives and possibilities stunted.”76 These quotes are typical examples of why 

the nuclear family was seen as an oppressive institution by counterculturalists. They pointed to 

the ways in which privacy and individualism is fetishised by the mainstream and emphasised 

the freedom and possibilities of group living, for men, women and children. 

All of my interviewees had lived in shared homes during the 1970s, some in 

unstructured sharehouses with no explicit political intent and some in consciously political 

communal homes. I contacted Laila after reading an article she had written in the Melbourne 

University newspaper Farrago in 1974. Writing as a postgraduate social work student, she had 

said: “to me, the way people live is political. What most people see as a ‘natural’ way to live, in 

a family, with private property and privatised lives, is in fact, a value judgement imposed by a 

dominant middle-class culture and ideology.”77  

I interviewed Laila 43 years later, asking her to reflect on her years living in sharehouses 

in Melbourne and Sydney. The houses she lived in were conscious collectives that were created 

with the intention of providing an egalitarian alternative to the nuclear family. For Laila, these 

sharehouses were a way of creating a way of life that answered to her values, somewhere 

where women and men could mutually support each other in their personal and political 

pursuits. The houses, she said, had “a spirit of intention of cooperation and taking 

responsibility, being excited about change.” When I asked why she didn’t live with her partner 

and no-one else she laughs: “Heaven forbid you would go off as a couple!”78 

Mary lived in sharehouses in Carlton and Fitzroy in the late 1960s and 1970s. For her, 

these collective houses were communities that gave her the support and space to pursue her 

artistic work. Although it occurred to her a few times to “settle down” and have kids, she knew 

that she wished to continue to work as an artist and she had found a community in Melbourne. 

These circles gave her the strength and space to focus on her creativity.79 

Dawn, a Marxist activist who lived in sharehouses near Monash University in the late 

1960s and the early 1970s emphasised the familial aspects of these houses, saying “we put 
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money in common, we didn't just go and buy our own food. Someone would cook dinner… and 

another couple of people would clean up ... it wasn’t this individual thing ... it was a like a family 

thing”. Her live-in housemate Ken (who at the time of our interview, 40 years later, was still 

sharing a house with her), who I interviewed at the same time interjects “It was a large family 

together”. Dawn reflected: 

  

It was a reaction against the nuclear family I suppose. It was people who believed there 

was some other way to live and not just by yourself in a little nuclear family. We had 

certain libertarian views about sexual relationships and, well, even bringing up children 

even though that wasn’t a main [mainstream] thing then. 

  

 
Figure 5.5. House meeting, North Fitzroy, late 1970s [Source: Photo provided by research 

participant] 

 

Dawn had her first child during the 1970s while living in shared housing in Fitzroy. Her 

discussion of this reflects some of the countercultural ideas that were circulating at the time. “I 

was always theoretically against the nuclear family. I saw it as oppressive of women. In a 

relationship with one man, and women had a role, and that role was to look after the children 

and not do anything interesting for a job, that idea of women at home and all that. It was a 
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reaction against that and against the double standard.” She later reflected on how putting 

those values into practice was difficult: “theoretically I had ideas that a child should be exposed 

to more than one person, more than mother and father. But I think in practice I was a bit 

possessive of my child.” 

Her experiences with these experiments were, overall, positive, and she enjoyed being 

around others that were questioning the status quo and trying to live in new ways. She spoke 

about the feeling of having a shared project with others: “The people that we knew, everyone, 

almost all of them shared houses like we did, with this conscious idea that we were living in a 

new way, and we were, you know, modern people… it was very important to us that we saw 

ourselves as creating a new way of living.”80 In these comments, Dawn emphasises how 

committed the inhabitants of her houses were to their political projects, but also acknowledges 

the ways in which radical experiments were hard work. 

Experiments with communal living were regularly covered in countercultural and left-

wing journalism at the time. In 1973, Digger ran a feature about communal living and shared 

childcare in three different cities; Berlin, Sydney and Melbourne. The Melbourne commune 

under discussion was a shared terrace in Carlton housing 20 people, of which six were children. 

The inhabitants spoke extensively about the rights of children. They described the effort they 

put into dismantling problematic societal conditioning and how they were set back once the 

children went to mainstream schools, where they were confused by the authoritarian teaching 

style and gender segregated toilets. One of the inhabitants of this urban commune said: “the 

same basic factors are screwing us all up ... the nuclear family, the school.”81  

Communal child-rearing in collective houses did not always work due to the potential 

instability of these collectives and the difficulties involved in sharing responsibility for children. I 

asked Laila why some of her communal houses had failed. She said: “With children, they 

needed the whole thing to be stable, some level of stability. I think the women always knew, 

they had to, that the children would ultimately be their responsibility. I think there was always 
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a tension … if I invest in care for these children, in a year’s time they might disappear from my 

life.”82 

Helen Garner’s 1974 feature in Digger, “The end of a collective: Good buzzes weren’t 

enough to make me stay” reported on these tensions around sharing space and childcare. Her 

article was an interview with some of the inhabitants of a failed collective in Carlton that asked 

“why people moved into the collective in the first place, what sort of a time they had there, 

what they thought they’d gained or learned there, why they thought it had folded, whether 

they wanted to try again”. One housemate she interviewed pointed to the perils of sharing 

resources: “No one thought of anyone else’s needs. It got to the point where you had to hide 

food if you wanted to have breakfast”. There was much talk about a child, Rani, who was cared 

for by all the inhabitants. One felt that Rani’s mother was not present enough for the child, 

saying  “kids shouldn’t lose their parents in a collective situation — they should get more”.83 

Clearly, there was significant hope, excitement and momentum behind the creation of 

shared and communal homes, with the aspiration that they would go some way in freeing 

women to be much more than mothers and wives. While they certainly did in many cases, this 

did not come without hard work and sacrifice. Living in these houses often involved hours of 

examining one’s gendered conditioning, of house meetings, drawing up rosters, and discussing 

jealousy (figure 5.6 depicts a sharehouse meeting in North Fitzroy, provided by an interviewee). 

These tensions were exacerbated because of living in close quarters. Though many found 

freedom, fulfilment, and meaning in this way of life, like all subcultures, these communities had 

their own values and strictures. As Wearing noted in her study of feminist mothers in the late 

1970s: 

 

Their close-knit support group encloses these women within an alternative subculture 

which supports them in their attempts to transcend some of the limitations of 

conventional motherhood, but at the same time brings to bear on them a strong set of 
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alternative norms which can also restrict personal behaviour to patterns acceptable in 

this milieu.84 

  

Polyamory & sexual liberation 
 
Another way in which counterculturalists established new ways of conducting sex and 

relationships was through experimenting with multiple lovers, casual relationships, and open 

relationships. Most of my interviewees spoke about partner sharing and swapping, or for 

predominantly heterosexual people, experiments with the same sex. This was a radical 

departure from conservative notions of love and sex, and was an attempt at creating new ways 

of loving and supporting each other in the inner-urban space. 

Polyamory was represented in the mainstream media in the 1971 film Stork, adapted 

from a La Mama theatre play by David Williamson, “The coming of the Stork”. The first scene in 

the film depicts Stork, an irreverent and excitable young hedonist, quitting his job and 

immediately stripping off all his clothes, yelling “they can’t make me wear a tie and shirt if I 

don’t want to!” Stork moves into his friends inner-urban sharehouse to sleep on the couch. In 

the house he discovers that the two male housemates are both in sexual relationships with 

their female housemate, Anna. The situation strikes him as hilarious and intriguing. The 

remainder of the film depicts Stork pursuing Anna and in the process satirising the 

countercultural milieu she is in, pretending to be an avant-garde artist and fabricating 

progressive philosophical approaches to sex and romance to impress her.  

The film goes some way in demonstrating some of the ideas and motivations behind 

polyamory in this era, with Anna explaining how she likes different aspects of both of the men 

she was involved with and cannot choose between them. She describes how she feels a need to 

express her sexuality and emotional connection to these men through sex: “I’m the sort of 

person who believes in their feelings, and feelings can’t be dammed... I can’t be constrained by 

arbitrary social norms.” The film’s approach to polyamory is not judgmental or cautionary and 

nor is it an endorsement — rather it is a satirical approach that critiques both radical, anti-
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establishment polyamorists and pious, “straight” society. The movie’s tagline was “there’s a 

little bit of Stork in all of us,” inviting the general public to identify with his anti-institutional, 

hedonistic, and pro-polyamory spirit.85  

Attempts at non-monogamy were often motivated by a rejection of conservative ideas 

about love and sex and a desire to find self-expression through sexuality. Tony Moore’s history 

of bohemianism in Australia suggests that casual sex with multiple partners was important to 

bohemians because it was a way of rejecting societal repression: “Marriage and family life 

mirrored societal repression because they repressed and regulated spontaneous sex, which was 

accordingly valued as a barometer of freedom.”86 Often, women were inspired to explore their 

sexuality by women’s consciousness raising groups which prompted them to question whether 

they really were sexually fulfilled. Further, marriage and monogamy were sometimes linked to 

capitalism in that they also fetishised ownership and possession. Practising non-monogamy was 

a way of supporting the idea that you should not “own” another person. 

Many counterculturalists I interviewed had experiences with polyamory and partner 

sharing. Dawn described the political impetus behind polyamory, linking it to class oppression: 

“the whole idea was that being faithful… was part of the oppression from the upper classes or 

the powers that be telling us what to do and we weren’t going to do anything. We were rebels, 

youthful rebels”.87 Jane Clifton writes in her memoir The Address Book, somewhat tongue-in-

cheek, about how common these experiments were. “This kind of arrangement was duplicated 

and triplicated and fornicated all over Fitz-Carlton… couples were a bourgeois concept, 

possession a capitalist plot.” Clifton and her “bike riding, overall wearing, mullet coiffed” peers 

were “driving the agenda, redefining relationships, freeing them from the constraints of 

permanency and ownership and basing them entirely on freedom of choice.”88 

Counterculturalists had both positive and negative experiences with polyamory. A 1973 

article in the Living Daylights titled “The injured lover’s private hell, the tyrant of the mind” 
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describes the writer’s attempts at polyamory after his female partner attended a women’s 

consciousness raising group and realised she needed to find new means to express her 

sexuality. He explains: “No matter how good our relationship, it was absurd to believe that that 

all our emotional and sexual needs could be met exclusively by each other for our entire lives. 

Parts of us were not finding expression”. He talks about his feelings of jealousy and fears that 

their relationship will not survive the experiment, while acknowledging that it was necessary: 

“there’s no other way”.89 

One of my interviewees, Vincent, was in a similar situation. He recalled encountering 

ideas about polyamory whilst living in far-left communal houses in Fitzroy and Carlton. He 

remembers encouraging his girlfriend at the time to attend a feminist consciousness raising 

group, which were “all the rage then”. When she returned from her first meeting she “decided 

‘well this is alright, I don’t have to stick with one man’, and dumped me!” Vincent remembers 

not being interested in polyamory at all and feeling frustrated and hurt that he did not receive 

the commitment he desired from his female partner. “She felt it was quite OK for her to go off 

with other men. It wasn't an agreement. It’s not in my nature to do that. Yet a lot of respected 

feminists said ‘well why shouldn't a woman have multiple partners’. So I tried to go along with 

it. But I didn't like it. It didn't sit well with me, it hurt.”90 

Several female interviewees also spoke about experiments with polyamory somewhat 

ambiguously. Faye, who moved to Melbourne from Albury in 1976, suggested that the scene at 

the time was dominated by what she calls “sexual promiscuity”, which she described as “when 

people had to cope with their partner going off with someone else, one thing that I don’t think 

you could ever make work, but people tried ... It wasn’t understanding the human heart”.91 

Mary said that the arrangement of her collective house “involved multiple relationships 

that nobody was meant to get the slightest bit jealous about, which did not work in the end.” I 

asked her why they did it. “Well we were trying to do it because we believed that you shouldn’t 

cling… to give each other a certain degree of freedom”. Mary spoke of a moment when she was 
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sitting around the dinner table with six others in her sharehouse. She suddenly realised that 

nobody was happy because of the jealousy and insecurity that had become part of their daily 

lives due to these experiments. “We were meant to be really happy.” She sums up, “it was all 

too difficult in the end, to be, to honour it, because I guess ... [pause] commitment works.”92 

Laila’s communal houses also experimented with polyamory. She emphasised the work 

that went into unravelling societal conditioning. “We spent a lot of time sitting around working 

out… the impolite term at the time was mind fucking, where we were trying to work out how 

not to be jealous, all that internal exploration of alternative ideas.” She recalled the emotional 

difficulty of these experiments, and their ultimate failure. “Do you know how much success we 

had? Zero. We were very well intentioned. We did a lot of thinking and talking and I still think 

to some extent it was worth doing. But I think it was dangerous.”93 

As in her comments about women’s consciousness raising groups, here, Laila points to 

the ways in which she and her peers were undertaking experiments which were new and 

radical and how they were ill-equipped to deal with the psychological consequences. Gina also 

describes the ideas underlying her experiments with polyamory. She said: “You don’t own 

another person… you allowed them freedoms, and all that … I sincerely believed it” For Gina, 

this theory didn’t work in reality. “It was interesting because it was a philosophical decision, 

whereas the gut is completely pre-historic. I want one man! I want him … when it was 

happening, when it happened, it was another matter altogether.” 

Gina went on to recount an occasion when she arrived home one evening to find her 

long-term partner taking acid with his new lover. Gina was infuriated at seeing them together, 

and although she was not usually interested in drugs, decided that she will “show them” that 

she did not care about their connection by taking acid for the first time. She ended up having to 

be taken to hospital because of a bad reaction to the drug.94 A similar story can be found in 

Helen Garner’s recently published diaries. Writing in 1986, Garner, then 43, recounts receiving 

a visitor, “another ratbag from the 1970s”. Reminiscing about the time, the visitor says, 

“remember when I told you I went to bed with X and Y, the three of us? And you acted not 
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jealous, but for tea you gave me two burnt chops?”95 These stories reveal the ways in which, 

despite the emphasis placed on communication and dismantling jealousy in countercultural 

circles, communication was not always easy and jealousy was difficult to refuse. 

From my interviews, it seemed that experiments with traditional monogamous 

relationships were seen as politically important but very often, unsuccessful. Reflecting on 

these experiments, Dawn says: “I think it benefitted men more than women”.96 Another 

interviewee, Phil, who was living in Fitzroy from the mid-1970s (and was and still is married to 

Faye, quoted above) says: 

  

We questioned a lot of things, and we had to learn for ourselves what would work and 

what wouldn’t. Some things didn’t work … people tried to challenge traditional 

marriage, you know let’s have an open marriage, I don’t own you. We tried so hard to 

make that work but it was really agonising and really painful and we gave up. Basically, 

people gave up on that idea because it was too painful.97 

  

Further, many have pointed to the fact that for some women, sexual “liberation” was 

not liberating at all, but became a tool with which to pressure women into having sex. The 

pressure felt by women to be sexually “liberated” and not jealous lest they be seen as “square” 

or a bad feminist resulted in pressure to have sex or to partnershare. In his research on sex in 

the 1960s in Australia, historian Yorick Smaal interviewed several women and men about their 

sex lives. Shirley, who was a young university student in the mid-1960s, said decisively “it 

wasn’t really about women learning to express their power and their strength through their 

bodies and through their sex, it was actually about the men having access to more women’s 

bodies.”98 
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Homosexuality  

 
Figure 5.6. Activist badge, 1970s [Museum Victoria, “Badge - We're Not All Straight in the 

Garden State, Australia, 1970s-1980s,” accessed April 16, 2019. 

https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/246950]  

 

The urban countercultural community was intertwined with gay activism and politics, which 

furthered the work of the counterculture in undermining the dominance of the nuclear family 

formation. In the late 1960s and in the 1970s, homosexuality was becoming more visible in 

public life, and for many gay men and women, countercultural communities became spaces of 

activism, support, and safety. Prior to the work of gay activists and law reformers, it was 

extremely difficult to live publicly as a homosexual. Many men and women hid their sexualities 

from the public and from family and friends and attended underground or illegal clubs and 

venues to make friends or meet potential partners. In the 1950s in Australia, notes historian 

Graham Willett, gay life was often found in the cities: at inner-city hotels, cafes, park beats, and 

even churches. The homosexual character of these venues was not advertised, rather “the 

scene operated almost entirely by word-of-mouth”.99 

Throughout the 1960s, homosexuality was subject to discussion in the left-wing press 

and in university publications such as Melbourne University’s Farrago or Monash University’s 
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Lot’s Wife.100 In 1969, a homosexual law reform group was founded in Canberra, which 

campaigned for the decriminalisation of homosexuality.101 Willett argues that “if the Australian 

lesbian and gay movement can be said to have a birthday”, it would be September 1970, when 

The Australian published a full-page feature about the Sydney Campaign Against Moral 

Persecution Group (CAMP). This lead to the formation of multiple branches in other states and 

put homosexual law reform in the public eye, fuelling activism throughout the 1970s.102 A large 

emphasis was placed on “coming out” as a way to demand representation and decrease 

stigma.103 In 1972, a lesbian couple and a gay couple appeared on the ABC documentary series 

Chequerboard to talk about their sexuality and their experiences of societal stigma. The show 

featured a kiss between the male couple, causing a national controversy. One of the men, who 

worked for the Anglican church, was sacked from his job after the episode aired.104 

Gay and lesbian print publications began to circulate in Sydney and Melbourne in the 

early 1970s, such as CAMP INK, founded in 1970 in North Sydney, and Gay Community News, 

which was published from the mid-1970s. These aimed to provide its members with relevant 

information, create a sense of community and support and normalise homosexuality. CAMP INK 

was distributed to suburban outlets in Sydney with the hope that it would destigmatise 

homosexuality in the mainstream and encourage closeted homosexuals to “come out”, as one 

cover caption exhorted.105 Other countercultural magazines published significant content 

discussing gay and lesbian liberation. The feminist socialist magazine Scarlet Woman published 

a special gay and lesbian edition in 1977, and The Living Daylights regularly published items 

about gay and lesbian liberation.106 

Radical lesbianism as a political strategy became more present in activist circles in the 

1970s, too. A radical feminist lesbian group split off from the University of Melbourne based 
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gay liberation group after influential feminist Jenny Pausacker arrived from London. Pausacker 

was “inspired by radical feminist theory which insisted on women’s need to organise separately 

and to combat the centrality of male power”.107 The first national lesbian feminist conference 

took place in Sorrento, a small coastal town about two hours from Melbourne, in 1973.108 This 

radical lesbian activism spawned shared homes and rural communities, for example Amazon 

Acres, a “women’s paradise” founded in 1973, and its offshoot the Vallee, a separatist 

community founded in the early 1980s. A commune called Jilimi Women’s Land was established 

in 1980 and only admitted lesbians and their children.109 Gay male separatism came into 

existence from the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Wellington Boot rural commune was 

formed out of an gay sharehouse in urban Sydney and the first “faire” meetings — a queer 

men’s movement from the U.S — took place from 1982.110 

The work of this wave of activism was not in vain. In 1973, the Australian Medical 

Association removed homosexuality from its list of illnesses and disorders and in 1975 South 

Australia was the first Australian state to decriminalise male homosexuality. Twenty-two years 

later Tasmania became the last.111 Nevertheless, homosexuals remained stigmatised 

throughout the decade (and still are). After the 1978 Mardi Gras march in Sydney, the Sydney 

Morning Herald published the names of the fifty-three men and women who were arrested for 

crimes such as assault, offensive behaviour, hindering police, and speaking “unseemly words”, 

and many lost their jobs or housing as a result.112 

Gay and lesbian communities based around this activism emerged in inner-urban 

Melbourne and Sydney. The Melbourne Gay Liberation Group was set up in 1972 after Denis 

Altman, author of the groundbreaking Gay Liberation: Oppression and Liberation (1971) visited 
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the University of Melbourne after living in the U.S.113 This group became an active and close-

knit community very quickly. As described by Lucinda Horrocks: 

  

They held dances, collected money, ran consciousness-raising groups, arranged 

demonstrations, and held ‘the big discussions’ in regular Friday night meetings in the 

Student Union building. Meeting attendance numbers of 50 or 60 people was common. 

Manifestos from around the world articulating the new radical language of sexual 

liberation and resistance to oppression and exploitation were gestetnered and 

distributed to the student population. It was both a social and political atmosphere. 

Some people hooked up and had sex. Others made lifelong friendships. More still 

formed alliances with other radical activist groups.114 

 

In Sydney, gay and lesbian communities could be found around Oxford Street and 

Darlinghurst, where, as Robert Reynolds and Shirleene Robinson articulate, “it was possible to 

eat, sleep and work in an entirely gay world.”115 A 1979 Age article on the “homosexual 

lifestyle” reports that Melbourne’s gay communities were centred on St Kilda and South 

Yarra.116 Communal homes for gay and lesbian people emerged in these spaces, becoming 

community hubs and places of support and safety for gay and lesbian people and their allies. In 

countercultural newspapers and magazines there were regular advertisements for living 

arrangements intended for gay or lesbian people, such as this advert aimed at Melbourne 

residents: “Homosexual communal life project. Applicants must be discreet. Tolerant with 

steady job and small handy cash,” or this one for a sharehouse in Sydney: “Camp guy requires 

semi screaming queen.”117 These were spaces in which gay and lesbian people could find 

community, acceptance, and support.  

                                                 
113 Lucinda Horrocks, “Out of the Closets: A Homosexual History of Melbourne,” Australian Women’s History 
Network, December 14, 2016, http://www.auswhn.org.au/blog/out-of-the-closets/.  
114 ibid. 
115 Reynolds and Robinson, eds., Gay & Lesbian, Then & Now, 65. 
116 Peter Roberts, “Gays outgrow their closeted Demi-world,” The Age, August 25, 1979.  
117 The Living Daylights 2, no. 11 (March 1974); The Living Daylights 2, no. 3 (January 1974). 
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The existence of these communities in Melbourne and Sydney were particularly 

meaningful for those coming from small towns or more conservative areas. In an essay on his 

experiences moving to Sydney as a young gay man in the 1970s, Mark Gillespie wrote: “As a 

young emigre in my twenties, from the Queensland bush, like many gay men and lesbians from 

the country in those days, I was, in effect, an internally displaced person. We were refugees in 

our own country.”118 In the 2016 documentary about gay liberation movements in Melbourne 

in the 1970s, “Out of the Closets, into the Streets”, feminist historian and activist Barbara Creed 

expressed a similar sentiment. “Most of us had never felt at home in our own families, and so 

what gay liberation did was create another family”.119  

In his memoir about the gay liberation movements of the 1970s, activist Michael Hurley 

points to the significance of these sharehouse cultures in providing him with social sustenance: 

“Group houses were a mainstay of social and political connection. Over several years, a 

variously constituted ‘we’ moved between North Carlton, East Malvern, Glen Iris and North 

Fitzroy. The people I lived with were active in unionism, feminism, publishing and the anti-

uranium movement”.120 These shared houses had provided him with a sense of community and 

political purpose and often served as meeting places for gay liberation meetings. Similarly, 

gallery director and writer Simeon Kronenberg reflected on the community in which he lived in 

Carlton in the early 1970s. The sharehouses he lived in and visited, he said, were “not just 

households, they were a milieu.” He emphasised the political aspects of this community: “we 

spent a great deal of time going from one household to another in a small radius. There was a 

sense of being a community with a purpose, that is a political purpose, where the sexual, 

political and intellectual fluidity created a new, gay world through radical drag and large-scale 

political actions like kiss-ins.”121 These quotes reveal the ways in which the sharehousing 

culture in Melbourne’s inner-urban space might have been experienced as a space of safety, 

social connection, political radicalism, and progressive hope for gay and lesbian people.  

                                                 
118 Gillespie, “Friday Essay: on the Sydney Mardi Gras march of 1978.”  
119 Quoted in Jary Nemo (dir.), Out of the Closets, into the Streets (Wind & Sky Productions, 2016). 
120 Michael Hurley, “We’re not all straight in the garden state,” in Breaking out: Memories of Melbourne in the 
1970s, edited by Susan Blackburn, 219-245 (Willoughby, N.S.W.: Hale and Iremonger, 2015), 257. 
121 Quoted in Sally Gray, Friends, Fashion and Fabulousness: The Making of an Australian Style (North Melbourne, 
Vic.: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2017), 64. 
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These words from U.S historian Stephen Vider resonate with the Melbourne experience. 

Vider argues that the significance of urban-based communes has been overlooked in historical 

scholarship and sums up the importance of urban communal living for homosexual men and 

women in this period: 

  

Communes offered a means of resisting psychological oppression by encouraging and 

modelling new forms of connection, rooted in emotional authenticity, sexual openness 

and shared practices of home-making. Gay commune members saw themselves, and 

were seen by others, as modelling a new kind of family, elevating social and sexual 

relationships among gay men as a source of intimate and communal belonging.122 

 

There was some stigma against gay people within the counterculture, however. One 

interviewee, Ken, who I interviewed alongside his long-time friend, and former lover and 

housemate Dawn, describes why he left his Marxist sharehouse in the mid-1970s: “I basically 

got kicked out of it, because I was a drug addict and I was gay.” Dawn added: “they didn’t like 

gays”. Dawn explained that “Ken got out of it and became a gay liberation person”, perhaps 

demonstrating how, although there were welcoming and safe sharehouse communities for gay 

and lesbian people, there were also sharehousing communities that maintained stigma against 

gay and lesbian people. Ken left this particular network to find another network within the 

counterculture that was accepting of his sexuality.123 

At a time when gay and lesbian people were often victims of stigma and homophobia in 

the mainstream and were subject to oppressive laws, urban countercultural communities could 

act as places of support and safety. Though clearly not all countercultural houses were 

welcoming of homosexuality, in the counterculture one could find spaces in which you could be 

openly gay, conduct activist activities, and share your experiences with others. In these 

                                                 
122 Stephen Vider, “The Ultimate Extension of Gay Community: Communal Living and Gay Liberation in the 1970s,” 
Gender & History 27, no. 3 (2015): 867. 
123 Ken Jackson and Dawn Jackson, interview with Molly Mckew, May 16, 2017, Castlemaine, Victoria.  
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communities, one could find a shared home or activist milieu in which you could redefine 

kinship and cultivate somewhat of an alternative family.124 

  
 

Conclusion: “A cohesive group of equals” 

 
This chapter has looked at several ways in which the experiments and activities of the inner-

urban counterculture departed from the nuclear family formation which dominated the post-

war period in Australia. The counterculture critiqued the suburban way of life and the nuclear 

family on various counts, and the lifestyles they created in the urban space turned the female 

homemaker/male breadwinner model on its head. The rights won by feminists to work, reject 

motherhood (even if temporarily), and wield influence in the public sphere meant that women 

could survive independently from men. In communal and shared houses, women found a 

community where they did not have to be solely responsible for children and housework. The 

sharehouse community was somewhere women could thrive and pursue interests much 

broader than motherhood — they could be artists, activists, hedonists, friends, and lovers. The 

work done by feminists on critiquing expectations of marriage and motherhood opened up 

imaginations to other possible life trajectories, and in sharehouse communities, inhabitants 

could redefine what it is to be a man or a woman. 

Further, many counterculturalists experimented with dominant models of love, sex and 

romance, rejecting compulsory heterosexuality and monogamy in various ways. They 

attempted partner sharing and polyamory and engaged in casual sex. For homosexual men and 

women, countercultural communities often acted as places of support and refuge. These 

communities were in a way, new families, united by the shared values of personal freedom and 

progressive politics rather than blood. 

Although these communities of households were often positive and supportive, they 

were also places of experiment that were often short lived. Many communal situations fell 

apart because of hurt, jealousy, or the emotionally draining nature of continually interrogating 

                                                 
124 This is explored extensively in the U.S context in Kath Weston’s Families we Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991). 
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one’s politics. With time, these alternative families more often than not gave way to something 

similar to the nuclear family as the wave of countercultural sentiment dispelled towards the 

end of the 1970s and counterculturalists grew older, and perhaps had children. 

Of all my interviewees, only 3 were living in a perceivably unconventional arrangement 

at the time of the interview — Dawn and Ken Jackson still live together as friends after being 

married until Ken came out as gay, and Gina lives with her partner in a house she owns and still 

runs as a sharehouse. Some others had tried other alternatives to the nuclear family 

throughout the 1980s. One briefly lived in a rural commune near Nimbin, N.S.W., and one 

couple started a short-lived urban commune. 

The experiments described here represented a rejection of the nuclear family and a 

reflection of the disillusionment with capitalism and Western modernity felt by young 

counterculturalists during the 1960s and 1970s. The generation gap at the time should not be 

understated. As described by Jentri Anders on his work on the U.S counterculture, “the 

generation gap was a gut level experience …. [counterculturalists] were responding to their 

immediate experience of dehumanisation by family and educational institutions. For them, 

those disillusionments culminated with the physical break from the family of birth”.125  

There was freedom in defining oneself, one’s sexuality and one’s community 

independently from biological family. Wendy McCarthy, who co-founded the Women’s 

Electoral Lobby in 1972, describes the period in which the organisation began: “most of us until 

that stage had been defined by our fathers, mothers, families, postcodes, families. We learnt to 

be women… with our own definitions of ourselves. It was as though the whole world was ours, 

and all we had to do was reshape it”.126 These inner-urban counterculturalists thrived in a new 

kind of support network where they could live out their shared progressive politics. Dawn says 

of the sharehouses she lived in in the 1970s: “it had a completely other feeling. Not like a 

family, but like a very cohesive group of equals”.127 

                                                 
125 Jentri Anders, Beyond Counterculture: The Community of Mateel (Washington, U.S.A.: Washington State 
University Press, 1990), 226. 
126 Quoted in Women’s Electoral Lobby, “Making women count,” accessed March 22, 2017. 
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Chapter 6: The inner-urban space and the legacy of 
the counterculture 

 
In this final chapter, I turn to the present to explore the legacy left by Melbourne’s inner-urban 

countercultures, examining how the progressive politics of the counterculture transformed the 

inner-urban space. I take up the questions: What is the legacy of the counterculture and how 

does it play out in the present? What countercultural experiments were left behind in the 

1960s and 1970s? How have the progressive politics of the counterculture shaped the 

contemporary inner-urban space?  

In the first part of this chapter, I look at how the inner-urban lifestyle grew in popularity 

beyond the period of my research. I explore how subsequent generations of progressive inner-

urban dwellers have accused following generations of failing to be authentically countercultural 

because of the ways in which this lifestyle became tied up with capitalism and consumption. 

The inner-northern suburbs of Melbourne have remained desirable for a progressive artistic 

milieu ever since the counterculture emerged in the 1960s, existing alongside tensions about 

the relationship between consumption, capitalism and progressive countercultures.1 In the 

second part of the chapter, I examine the contemporary inner-urban space, focusing on 

Melbourne’s inner-northern suburbs. At the same time as being embroiled with capitalism and 

consumption, many aspects of the contemporary inner-urban lifestyle encapsulate a variety of 

progressive values that have their origins in the hopes and idealism of the countercultures of 

the 1960s and 1970s. Focusing on several of Melbourne’s inner-northern suburbs in the present 

day, I show how the progressive values of the counterculturalists of my research continue to 

play out in the inner-urban space. Finally, I examine some of the countercultural ideas and 

experiments that failed to make their mark on the inner-urban suburbs. I conclude that the 

strongest legacy of the counterculture lies in the valuing of self-expression and creativity in the 

                                                 
1 Mira Adler-Gilles, “How ‘creatives’ turned our cities into unaffordable playgrounds for the rich,” Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, October 18, 2017, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-10-11/how-creatives-made-our-
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inner-urban space that has been able to be enjoyed by subsequent generations as a result of 

the progressive culture that was forged there in the 1960s and 1970s.  

The ways in which the counterculture has shaped Melbourne’s inner-urban suburbs can 

be perceived by exploring how these suburbs are written and spoken about. The inner-northern 

suburbs are often regarded as Melbourne’s creative and progressive hubs. The City of Yarra, a 

council formed in 1994 that has jurisdiction over several suburbs discussed here (specifically 

Fitzroy and Collingwood) paid tribute to the creative heritage of the space and its role in 

Australia’s post-war immigration history in their 2017 vision statement. This statement 

committed to welcoming, respecting and celebrating “inclusion, diversity, and uniqueness” and 

emphasised its support for the dense creative economy in the area, citing its sixty galleries, fifty 

plus live music venues, and three community radio stations.2 Residents of the inner-north are 

often identified as “hipsters”, a term often used pejoratively that describes people that 

“attempt to foster a counter-mainstream sensibility” through lifestyle and consumption.3 A 

walk through Melbourne’s inner-northern suburbs will find one amongst galleries, bookshops 

(including a gay and lesbian bookshop), record shops, many live music venues, public art, and 

diverse and niche food options. In 2017, Fitzroy was named as the world’s 6th most hipster 

suburb by the UK Telegraph, which lauded its street art, artisanal coffee, and “gritty past” and 

“sophisticated present.”4 In 2016, National Geographic called Fitzroy so hip it’s an “almost 

precious” parody of itself, also citing coffee, street art, and artisanal culinary offerings such as 

the world-famous Lune bakery croissants.5  

Though many have examined the legacy left by countercultures in Australia and in other 

Western countries, few have examined the ways in which the countercultures of the 1960s and 

1970s have shaped the inner-urban space specifically. Further, the ongoing tension between 

                                                 
2 Yarra Council, 2017. Council Plan 2017–2021, Yarra Council, https://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/-
/media/files/about-us/council-plan/council-plan-2017-
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(2015): 45. 
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capitalism, consumerism, and progressive, countercultural politics – indeed, the ways in which 

these tensions have always existed – has been under-acknowledged in the literature. Though 

they have historically been tied up with consumption and capitalism, as has been shown 

throughout this thesis, Melbourne’s counterculturalists challenged post-war conservatism in a 

variety of ways, opening up more modes and opportunities for self-expression and ways of 

living for subsequent generations. This countercultural history transformed the material and 

visual aspects of the inner-urban space and remains present in the ways in which the inner-

northern suburbs are experienced. A 2018 article on Helen Garner’s 1977 novel Monkey Grip 

emphasises the ongoing significance of the inner-northern space as an important site for 

creative self-expression, its countercultural history remaining present for those who use it: 

“riding through Edinburgh Gardens in North Fitzroy just like Nora has become a reference point 

for contemporary creative practitioners in their portrayal of this part of Melbourne.”6 

 

The inner-urban space over time 
 

Ever since Melbourne’s inner-urban counterculture emerged, questions have been circulating 

about whether this alternative, countercultural lifestyle represented a true, progressive cultural 

shift. Many argued that the “revolution” hoped for by the far-left activists and the 

countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s had ultimately failed, pointing to the way in which 

countercultural politics had been commodified, incorporated into the capitalist system to be 

sold back to consumption driven trend-seekers.7 Drawing a definitive conclusion about this is 

beyond the scope of this largely historically and geographically specific thesis, but what I want 

to highlight here is that debates about the true progressiveness or not of the countercultural 

movement have been present since its beginnings.  
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The trendification of the inner-urban suburbs has been protested by many of its 

residents over time. Early critics of the “trendification” of Fitzroy were the “Fitzroy anarchists”, 

a group of politicised Fitzroy residents founded by the Greek-Australian poet Pi O, who grew up 

in the suburb. In 1974 and 1975 they protested Fitzroy’s gentrification with a series of leaflets 

and newsletters titled “Get out of Fitzroy”. They criticised trendy lifestyle seekers for altering its 

working-class character and for the ways in which they transformed the migrant cultures and 

“the disadvantaged” into an “exotic marketing device.”8 Indeed, as we have seen in earlier 

chapters, for many of my interviewees, Fitzroy and Carlton’s working-class character and 

grungy appearance was a drawcard for counterculturalists. Pi O protested the ways in which it 

was becoming expensive and culturally alien to those working-class residents who had lived 

there for multiple generations in a poem, “The Slum End of Carlton – Fitzroy.” The poem said: 

“GET OUT OF FITZROY / You've side-stepped the blood pools / The pus-holes / & raised the 

rents.”9 

The gentrification of Carlton in the 1970s was also protested by Jack Hibberd, a 

playwright and writer involved with La Mama theatre in the 1960s. Hibberd lamented how the 

Jimmy Watson’s pub on Lygon Street started discouraging student clientele in the late 1970s 

and recalled how the Carlton he loved in the 1950s and 1960s was “more village like, 

nevertheless giving off an air of mildly seedy cosmopolitanism and bohemianism owing to a 

hybrid population of Italians, Jews and students among traditional labouring classes.” Writing in 

2000, he says that Carlton had become “a tourist attraction”, but that his visit to Leo the 

Butcher, a vestige of old Carlton, provided him with “some of the Carlton I loved and love: Old 

Europe and New Australia.”10 In 1992, Kevin Childs asked in The Age newspaper whether 

Carlton, the once “vibrant, booming hangout of writers and ratbags, larrikins, lunatics, lairs and 

some interesting playwrights, [has] become another Camberwell or South Yarra?” Childs argued 

that “the battle for the street seemed to have been won by those who favour designer clothes 

shops, pizzerias, and cappuccino conversation (all sweetness and froth and no substance)” and 

                                                 
8 Tony Birch, “The best TV reception in Melbourne: Fitzroy 'low-life' and the invasion of the renovator,” Traffic no. 
3 (2003): 22. 
9 Pi O, “get out of fitzroy,” in Fitzroy Brothel (Melbourne, Vic.: Strawberry, 1974). 
10 Jack Hibberd, “Fear and longing on Lygon Street,” The Age, January 27, 2000.  
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points to Fitzroy as the new centre for alternative culture. Similarly, Guy Rundle writes of his 

university sharehousing experiences of the late-1980s, “Lygon Street had lost its cachet, an 

extension of the city ‘where people from Malvern came to buy clothes’, as someone said.”11  

By the 1980s, Fitzroy was becoming more popular for counterculturalists. Restaurants, 

arts venues and organisations, and bars multiplied rapidly throughout the decade. The popular 

Black Cat cafe opened in 1982, Italian cafe and restaurant Marios in 1986, and vegetarian 

eatery the Vegie Bar in 1988, joining the existent Bakers Cafe, which opened in 1977. These 

institutions laid the foundations for a busier, trendier, Brunswick street.12 An artist’s 

cooperative, Roar studios, opened on Brunswick Street in 1982, with the aim of showcasing 

avant-garde artists and addressing the under-representation of Koori, female and culturally 

diverse artists in commercial galleries at the time.13 

By the 1990s, Fitzroy was thriving as a trendy suburb with numerous leisure, 

entertainment, and dining options. Similarly to Carlton, Fitzroy became subject to criticisms 

that it had lost its alternative spirit. In 1994, Barry Dickins, a playwright who had his beginnings 

in Carlton’s La Mama theatre scene and lived in Fitzroy in the 1970s, published a memoir in The 

Age, “Brain dead in Brunswick Street”. He protested the greed, affluence, and mundanity that 

he perceived had taken over the suburb since he lived there in the 1970s. He wrote of a recent 

visit, “I wandered down bohemian Brunswick Street, Fitzroy, today, and found only boredom 

and bad art. Every single shop is fascinating if you are obsessed with nothing to do.” He recalls 

living in Fitzroy in the “hippie days” of the 1970s. “Even if I were drugged on heroin I could not 

possibly pay $5 for a dish of oats in Brunswick Street. Let the pleasure-seekers have it. With 
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both barrels. At least in the senile hippie days we shared our food.”14 Here Dickins sees the 

lifestyle he lived in the 1970s as genuinely progressive, humanistic, and creative, and 1990s 

Fitzroy as far from alternative.   

Liz Conor, an academic and activist who both grew up in Fitzroy and lived there as a 

young student, identifies the 1990s as the heyday of Brunswick Street. In a 2015 New Matilda 

essay Conor describes 1990s Fitzroy as “Melbourne’s pre-hipster dreamscape.” Conor recalls 

falling in and out of cafes and bars drinking cheap wine, living on coffee and cheap bread from 

nearby bakeries, and missing university classes due to long leisurely afternoons spent with 

artists in cafes. For Conor, this way of life was tied up with Fitzroy’s alternative lifestyle and 

countercultural spirit. Her essay is a nostalgic homage to Fitzroy’s disappearing character, which 

she suggests is being diluted by affluent young professionals buying houses.15 

Contemporary commentators make similar observations of Fitzroy. The 2014 New 

Waver video “We built this suburb on indie-rock” (a satire of the 1985 Starship song, “We built 

this city on rock and roll”) identifies the 1980s as when Fitzroy was truly alternative. The lyrics 

chart the changes brought to Fitzroy since the 1990s with the increasing trendification of the 

suburb, emphasising how the creative populations that made the suburb “cool” in the 1980s 

are now priced out of the suburb by trend seekers. The lyrics say: “We all moved to Fitzroy, 

when it was a dump / Our creative energy reversed a real-estate slump / Now it's cool to live 

‘round here, everyone is copying us / Don't you remember, we built this suburb on indie 

rock”.16 

 In the 2014 collection Brunswick Street: Art and Revolution, many former residents 

wrote about how the nature of Fitzroy had changed over the decades. Comedian Rod 

Quantock, who lived in Fitzroy in the 1970s, said: “The spirit of Brunswick street has gone. It 

was a pioneering spirit which created its own centre of gravity. Early on the street had a frisson 

of excitement. Artists rubbing shoulders with criminals in a quarter acre block. Now its a place 

where Mr and Mrs suburban visit. People today are bland, self-satisfied, comfortable and hard 
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to reach.”17 Poet Grant Alexander McCracken said: “I guess Brunswick Street is tha new Chapel 

Street… now! Full o food an fashion with a new breed full o greed… not for Art, poetry, music,... 

but for frken doughnuts.”18 Both Quantock and McCracken regard the street as a place of 

materialism and blandness. Similarly, one of my interviewees, Hannah, said of the street 

“individuality is definitely not welcomed or received in the same way it used to be in Fitzroy…  

what I am finding is called hip and cool is very much a clone zone.”19  

These criticisms, in various ways, argued that the counterculture’s political and 

progressive heart has been lost with the popularity and commodification of the countercultural 

lifestyle – and each commentator identifies a different time period as when this loss occurred. 

The tensions inherent in the trendification of the counterculture has existed ever since these 

countercultures emerged. I argue, however, that “trends” and consumption patterns are not 

politically meaningless, but that they speak to deeper cultural shifts. As I explored in chapter 

three, consumption patterns can carry a progressive politics with them.  

Two of my interviewees, Frank and June, worked in advertising in the early 1970s while 

living in Carlton. They described how, because they were countercultural creatives, they were 

kept on a much “longer leash” than others within the organisation and given privileges that the 

non-creatives were not. Frank was permitted to eschew the business suit and work part-time, 

living for four days a week on a rural farm which he had purchased so he could grow his own 

vegetables. Their bosses allowed them to retract involvement in certain campaigns if they 

disagreed with the products, allowed them to wear clothes like kaftans to work, and permitted 

Frank to sport a beard, all privileges not accorded to other employees. Frank and June both 

read far-left and avant-garde literature and their political ideologies and lifestyles were typical 

of counterculturalists. They used drugs, ate a variety of cuisines, wore outlandish clothes, 

attended avant-garde theatre shows and live music events, and Frank was involved in founding 

a non-commercial, grassroots film cooperative.  
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 220 

Frank and June, however, did not regard these interests as inconsistent with their job in 

advertising, because they were able to continue to live their countercultural lifestyle. They were 

allowed to, in a “straight” organisation, visibly carry the markers of the counterculture, and 

allowances were provided for their progressive politics. They reflected that their 

countercultural leanings relaxed the corporate culture and conservatism of the business itself. 

This story demonstrates how capitalism and the counterculture were indeed intertwined, but 

didn’t mean that the countercultural lifestyle and the politics that came with it had no 

progressive effect on broader society.  

Despite these criticisms about the commodification of the countercultural way of life, 

there remains an abundance of grassroots, alternative and creative energy in Melbourne’s 

inner-urban space. The leisure options and lifestyle that can be found in Fitzroy make available 

a way of life that echoes those of the counterculturalists of my research. This exists alongside 

high-fashion clothing boutiques, fine-dining restaurants and expensive apartments. There are 

small, experimental galleries such as the Brunswick Street Gallery or the Centre for 

Contemporary Photography, independent music venues with affordable or free live music, 

specialist bookstores such as the Hares and Hyenas queer-focused bookshop, record shops that 

also put on free live gigs, and restaurants and affordable eateries offering cuisines as diverse as 

vegan faux meats, Afghan dishes, Israeli dishes, Ethiopian dishes and raw food dishes. Grant 

McCracken, quoted above, can still be seen on the streets of Fitzroy and performs spoken-word 

poetry at Carlton’s Dan O’Connell Hotel.20 There are grassroots, original arts venues and 

progressive initiatives — such as Fitzroy’s Friends of the Earth cafe, which opened in 2000, or 

live music venues like the Tote Hotel (a short walk away in Collingwood, which began hosting 

live music in 1981) or Old Bar (opened in 2001), which host original live music every night of the 

week.21 Further, these suburbs are home to a progressive vote — the suburbs of Carlton and 

Parkville are in the seat of Melbourne, the first state seat to be won by the left-progressive 

                                                 
20 Facebook. 2019. “Poetry at the Dan O’Connell Facebook Group”. Facebook, accessed July 2, 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/danpoets/permalink/10157323773692841/. 
21 “The Old Bar,” Hidden City Secrets (blog), https://www.hiddencitysecrets.com.au/melbourne/old-bar-dive-bars/; 
The Tote, Facebook message to Molly Mckew, March 27, 2019; Friends of the Earth Australia. 2015. “FoE’s Food 
Co-op and Cafe,” Friends of the Earth Australia, April 2015, https://www.foe.org.au/food-coop 
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party the Victorian Greens in 2014, after being held by the working-class left affiliated Labor 

party since 1955.22  

The continuing attraction of the values represented by the suburbs of Fitzroy and 

Carlton, oriented around diversity, creativity, community and expression, demonstrates the 

influence of the countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s. For subsequent decades, the inner-

urban suburbs were spaces in which creativity, self-exploration, artisanal products and the arts 

were valued, and as the suburbs became more expensive, this lifestyle has since spread to 

other, further away suburbs of Melbourne. The increasing expense and commodification of this 

lifestyle did not undo the ways in which it laid the foundations for a progressive way of life. In 

the next section I will examine in more detail how contemporary lifestyles in these suburbs can 

be traced back to the progressive hopes and values of the counterculturalists in the period of 

my research, showing how the countercultural era has shaped contemporary experiences of 

the inner-urban space.    

 

How did the counterculture transform the inner-urban space? 
   

 In 1975, journalist and writer Craig McGregor wrote in the progressive literary journal Meanjin 

that “if we want to look at the shape of the straight future we should examine the unstraight 

present. The countercultures are, in fact, a crucial part of conventional society; and eventually 

they will be judged on how successfully they transform it.”23 Aspects of this “unstraight 

present” were indeed carried into the future by subsequent generations. A culture of valuing 

diversity, self-expression, creativity, and the arts emerged in Melbourne’s inner-urban space 

during the 1960s and 1970s and has transformed it since, allowing multiple generations to find 

a community of people who share their values. In this section, I will demonstrate how the 

legacy of the counterculture remains in Melbourne’s inner-urban space. I will focus on the ways 

in which a range of countercultural values can be seen and felt there by looking at 

contemporary creative cultures, street art, and retail and entertainment patterns. These 

                                                 
22 “Melbourne District Profile,” Victorian Electoral Commission, accessed March 25, 2019, 
https://www.vec.vic.gov.au/ElectoralBoundaries/MelbourneDistrictProfile.html  
23 Craig McGregor, “What Counter-Culture,” Meanjin 34, no. 1 (1975): 42.  
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progressive values are embedded in the inner-urban space in the ways in which it is used as 

well as in the ways it looks and feels. 

The grassroots, non-commercial and independent arts scene emerging in the 1960s and 

1970s was intertwined with the inner-urban counterculture and was instrumental in the 

formation of Melbourne’s reputation as a creative city. The counterculturalists who pursued 

social commentary, experimentation and self-expression through theatre, music, comedy and 

writing played a role in legitimising a creative way of life that might not have been compatible 

with full-time work. This may have represented a significant rebellion in the 1960s and 1970s, 

rejecting the preoccupation with career and materialism of post-war Australia. Nugget Coombs, 

the inaugural chairman of the Australia Council, a public funding body for the arts formed in 

1968, perceived in this flourishing of the arts a radical political potential. He declared that “the 

thunder of black power, of student power, even of flower power” was to be joined by “the 

stridency of theatre power.”24 

The Australia Council began to direct some funding towards certain creative initiatives in 

the inner-urban space, and the Fitzroy comedy scene, centred on the Last Laugh cafe on 

Brunswick Street (founded by John Pinder in 1977) grew into the internationally renowned 

Melbourne Comedy Festival, founded in 1987.25 In the mid-1970s, the federal Whitlam 

government directed further funds towards the arts, almost doubling the arts budget to $14 

million in 1973–1974, and establishing the Australia Council in 1975.26 Creativity and the arts 

were becoming valued outside the bounds of the grassroots counterculture in the urban space.  

The independent pub-rock scene that emerged in inner-city venues in the 1970s and the 

punk scene that emerged at the end of the 1970s were the starting point for many bands that 

are now a proud part of Melbourne’s identity, for example, Nick Cave, Skyhooks, and INXS.27 

Cultural historians Ben Gallan and Chris Gibson have referred to the “live music pub” as 

                                                 
24 Quoted in Katya Johanson and Ruth Rentschler, “The New Arts Leader: The Australia Council and Cultural Policy 
Change,” International Journal of Cultural Policy 8, no. 2 (2002): 169.  
25 Simon Leo Brown, “Vale John Pinder: Comedians, Entertainers, pay tribute to Last Laugh founder on Social 
Media,” Australian Broadcasting Commission, May 28, 2015, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-05-
27/comedians-entertainers-pay-tribute-to-john-pinder/6501586 
26 Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: The Personal, Political and Making of Modern Australia (N.S.W.: New South 
Books, 2019), 118.  
27 Clinton Walker, History is made at night: Live Music in Australia (Strawberry Hills, N.S.W.: Currency House, 2012). 
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“quintessential Australian cultural infrastructure.”28 This era marked the beginnings of a 

distinctly Australian, independent urban-based music scene and worked to dismantle the 

“cultural cringe” of decades prior, with independent Melbourne bands making inroads on the 

international stage. In 1986, Richard Pleasance of the band Boom Crash Opera, formed while its 

members were living in sharehouses in Fitzroy in the 1980s, told the Sydney Morning Herald 

that finally “the time has come when you can be influenced by Australian bands and not be 

embarrassed.”29  

Artist Jenny Watson attributes Melbourne’s thriving arts scene to the generation of 

youth in the 1970s who were rebelling against the status quo. The punks of the late 1970s, she 

said, “were all part of a burgeoning subcultural scene that I believe happened because the 

suburbs of Melbourne — Box Hill, Doncaster, Glen Waverley, Caulfield —were settled by 

nuclear families after the war, living conservative nuclear family life with a ‘50s housewife 

running the house as far as the eye could see. That whole generation said ‘we don't want to live 

like our parents’ and I believe that's what created this scene of art, music, fashion and film in 

Melbourne.”30  

Melbourne is now well-known for having a vast and diverse music scene, attracting 

musicians from all over Australia. The density of small music venues, particularly in the inner-

north, has created “a cultural community that is linked via the city’s physical network of small 

live music spaces.”31 Melbourne was recently identified in a Time Out survey as the live music 

capital of the world, and according to a 2018 study has the most live music venues per capita in 

the world.32 Last year, the City of Yarra council announced that they would commission a statue 

                                                 
28 Ben Gallan and Chris Gibson, “Mild-Mannered Bistro by Day, Eclectic Freak-Land at 
Night: Memories of an Australian Music Venue,” Journal of Australian Studies 37, no. 2 (2013): 
174. 
29 M. Gately, “Money for nothing is not the thing,” Sydney Morning Herald, August 21, 1986, 16. 
30 Alexandra Manatakis, “Melbourne’s punk legends look back on the late 70s,” i-D magazine, May 24, 2017, 
https://i-d.vice.com/en_au/article/59g858/melbournes-punk-legends-look-back-on-the-late-70s.  
31 Samuel Whiting, “An interview with Rebekah Duke: Melbourne’s inner-northern live music venues and social 
scenes,” Perfect Beat 16, no. 1-2 (2015): 122; Walker, History is made at night; The research of Andrea J. Baker 
shows that Melbourne’s identity as a musical city stretches far back into pre-federation times, however, and is not 
a story that began with the countercultures of the post-war period.  Andrea J. Baker, “Melbourne (1835–1927): 
The Birth of a Music City,” Journal of Australian Studies 42, no. 1 (2018): 101-115. 
32 Dobe Newton and Rosa Coyle-Hayward, Melbourne Live Music Census 2017. 2018: Music Victoria, City of 
Melbourne, City of Yarra, City of Port Philip, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, Collarts, accessed March 23, 
2019. https://www.musicvictoria.com.au/assets/2018/MLMC-2017-Report-compressed.pdf  
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of Michael Hutchence to be erected on Brunswick street in a tribute to the INXS frontman’s 

contribution to Melbourne’s music scene. The City of Yarra Mayor said “the City of Yarra has a 

proud history of cultivating and championing local music, and is the home to some of Australia's 

top live music venues, so we're especially honoured his family saw Yarra as a good fit.”33 

A societal valuing of creativity is perhaps one of the most profound legacies of the 

counterculture. The counterculture worked towards legitimising self-expression and creativity 

as worthy day-to-day pursuits and created a thriving culture of independent arts in the inner-

urban space. Faye Berryman, co-founder of the Fitzroy Community School, noted how state 

schools in the present day are finally embracing ideas that she and co-founder Philip O’Carroll 

incorporated into their curriculum in the 1970s. Although they might not be very good at 

embedding “creativity” into the curriculum, she said, they recognise its value. In Richard 

Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class, published in 2002, Florida argues that one of the great 

societal shifts since the 1950s has been the valuing of creativity in not just creative industries, 

but in business and technology. He argues that mainstream society has finally managed to 

capture “the talents of heretofore excluded groups of eccentrics and nonconformists,” and 

incorporate their fringe ideas into the mainstream, capitalist system. In doing so, Florida 

argues, capitalism “has pulled off yet another astonishing mutation: taking people who would 

once have been viewed as bizarre mavericks operating at the bohemian fringe and setting them 

at the very heart of the process of innovation and economic growth.”34  

Florida’s comments are relevant when noting the shifts in Melbourne’s inner-urban 

culture and looking at how creative lifestyles – at least ostensibly – have reached mainstream 

acceptance. Today, companies appealing to a youthful, urban demographic often tout their 

ostensibly creative, humanistic, non-corporate cultures as a means of distancing themselves 

                                                 
33 Martin Boulton, “Statue Sensation: Melbourne to honor Hutchence,” The Age, December 5, 2018, 
https://www.theage.com.au/entertainment/music/statue-sensation-melbourne-to-honour-hutchence-20181205-
p50kb3.html  
34 Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: and how it’s transforming work, leisure, community and everyday 
life (New York: Basic Books, 2002), 6. Florida has since reflected that he has overstated the corporate embrace of 
“creativity” and has critiqued inner-urban gentrification, noting how the popularity of these inner-urban spaces 
has diluted their creative energy. See Oliver Wainwright, “‘Everything is gentrification now’: but Richard Florida 
isn’t sorry,” The Guardian, October 26, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/oct/26/gentrification-
richard-florida-interview-creative-class-new-urban-crisis. 
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from an authoritative, bland and uncreative identity. Real-estate marketing in the inner-urban 

space often emphasises the artistic and creative aspects of the this locale when appealing to 

home buyers or renters. Seamus O’Hanlon and Simone Sharpe show how Fitzroy’s bohemian 

history was utilised as a selling point in the sale of a number of apartments in the former 

Universal theatre venue, discussed in chapter two.35  

 

 
Figure 6.1: Save Live Australian Music rally, 2010, organised to protest restrictive licensing laws 

that led to the temporary closure of Collingwood’s Tote Hotel, and the most attended cultural 

rally in Australia’s history. [Source: Kate Shaw, “A live music scene needs a live music policy,” 

The Conversation, November 27, 2013. https://theconversation.com/a-live-music-scene-needs-

a-live-music-policy-20140]  

 

The types of products, businesses and venues that are popular in contemporary inner-

urban Melbourne also reflect its countercultural history. The continuing popularity of pre- 

                                                 
35 As explored in Seamus O'Hanlon and Simone Sharpe, “Becoming Post-industrial: Victoria Street, Fitzroy, c.1970 
to Now,” Urban Policy and Research 27, no. 3 (2009): 289-300. 
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mass-production or “unique” products such as artisanal homewares or vinyl records (see figure 

6.3), “shabby-chic” decor, multicultural crafts, independent, community-run or grassroots 

organisations, cosmopolitan dining options, and spaces which provide a sense of “authenticity”, 

echo the interests of the counterculturalists who lived in these spaces in the 1960s and 1970s.36 

Craft beer, for example, is a staple of the inner-urban “hipster” lifestyle, suggesting an anti-

corporate ethos and a desire for unique, non-mass produced products.37 In 2016 there was a 

boycott of Carlton and United breweries (CUB), the company responsible for many of 

Australia’s popular mass-produced beers, on account of wage exploitation of its workers and 

the sacking of 55 staff. Drinking craft-beer and eschewing CUB became a statement of support 

for egalitarian trade relations and small artisan businesses. Paradoxically, Melbourne Bitter 

beer, brewed by CUB, had become a hipster favorite too in Melbourne, part of an appropriation 

of working-class aesthetics into hipster fashion. This aesthetic speaks to an ostensible rejection 

of bourgeois aesthetics and values and a corresponding desire for grit and grunge.38 The 

satirical publication the Betoota Advocate summarised this tension with their headline 

“Hipsters Torn between joining C.U.B. boycott and drinking Melbourne Bitter ironically.”39 

Tensions around beer choice for the inner-urban demographic demonstrate the desire by inner-

urban dwellers to associate with both working-class “authentic” aesthetics and small businesses 

who produce well-crafted, unique products. These tensions also demonstrate the ways in which 

product choice and everyday activities like drinking alcohol is tied up with a desire to live out a 

progressive politics, as I explored in chapter three.  

                                                 
36 The desire for authenticity amongst hipster subcultures is explored in the U.S. context in Sharon Zukin, 
“Consuming authenticity: From outposts of difference to means of exclusion,” Cultural Studies 22, no. 5 (2004): 
724-748. It is explored in the context of Sydney, Australia in Gary Bridge and Robyn Dowling, “Microgeographies of 
retailing and gentrification,” Australian Geographer 32, no. 1 (2001): 93-107. 
37 This is explored in the context of British hipster subcultures in Louise Thody, “Locating Newcastle City in 
Newcastle Brown Ale,” Visual Culture in Britain 15, no. 2 (2014): 173-191.  
38 Tom Cowie, “Good news hipsters: Melbourne Bitter to go on tap,” The Age, April 30, 2015, 
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/good-news-hipsters-melbourne-bitter-to-go-on-tap-20150430-1mwwxg.html; 
Andrew Self, “Fashion, hipsters, and the appropriation of culture,” Overland, January 29, 2014, 
https://overland.org.au/2014/01/fashion-hipsters-and-the-appropriation-of-culture/  
39 Clancy Overell, “Hipsters torn between joining C.U.B boycott and drinking Melbourne Bitter ironically,” Betoota 
Advocate, November 7, 2016, https://www.betootaadvocate.com/uncategorized/hipsters-torn-between-joining-c-
u-b-boycott-and-drinking-melbourne-bitter-ironically/  
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The popularity of the small, grassroots business in the inner-urban space also reveals an 

anti-corporate and anti-institutional politics. In the Conversation, sociologist Peter Walters 

argues that the “hipster” values the local small business they might visit between work and 

home (i.e a bar or cafe) because the “independently owned and operated third place where 

both owner and customer feel a sense of ownership and reciprocal obligation provides much 

more authenticity than just another outlet in a chain of franchises.”40 The popularity of 

independently owned and run cafes, bars and other leisure outlets echoes the anti-corporate 

ethos of the counterculture — many of my interviewees reflected on their dislike of chains and 

big business, and in the inner-urban space a culture was formed where small, “authentic” and 

independent businesses could flourish. 

Figure 6.2. Map of independent record stores in Melbourne, showing their concentration in the 

inner-north. [Source: Diggin’ Melbourne, “Diggin Melbourne Vinyl Lover’s Tour Guide Map, 

edition 10, 2019,” accessed April 16, 2019, https://digginmelbourne.com/viewdownload-map/]  

 

                                                 
40 Peter Walter, “Why outer suburbs lack inner city’s ‘third places’: a partial defence of the hipster,” The 
Conversation, January 31, 2019, https://theconversation.com/why-outer-suburbs-lack-inner-citys-third-places-a-
partial-defence-of-the-hipster-110177  
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The intermingling of cultures and classes in the inner-urban space in the 1960s and 

1970s also fed into the shifting relationship to cultural diversity that was occuring at the time, 

made official in 1973 with a federal policy of multiculturalism. This policy, while problematic in 

many ways (as discussed in earlier chapters) ostensibly embedded a celebration of cultural 

diversity into Australian identity. There were many other factors that led to shifts in policies and 

attitudes towards cultural diversity. However, an under-emphasised part of the story is the way 

in which a dense migrant population and a largely youthful, countercultural, politicised 

population lived, shared space and interacted with one another. 

From interviews and primary sources, it is clear that many young counterculturalists of 

Anglo-Celtic background rented from European migrants, befriended them, and frequented 

their restaurants and grocers – and these relationships had a broader societal impact. A desire 

to acknowledge, explore, and celebrate diverse cultures and histories beyond the dominant 

white Anglo-Celtic culture in Australia was incorporated into a set of progressive 

countercultural values. The specific ways in which counterculturalists related to both migrant 

and Indigenous cultures is explored in chapters two and three. In this section, I will show how 

this valuing of diversity has since been embedded into how the inner-urban space looks and 

feels. This is visually represented in these spaces in various ways. Many businesses in the inner-

urban suburbs are still owned and run by migrant families and there are visual signifiers of the 

migrant and Indigenous heritage of the inner urban space throughout (see figures 6.3 and 

6.4).41  

                                                 
41 This article shows how numbers of migrant born residents had fallen significantly in inner-urban Melbourne by 
the 1970s, but that the proportion of businesses ran by, for example, the Italian born in Carlton, had remained a 
large proportion of businesses. I. H. Burnley, “Immigrant Absorption in the Australian City, 1947-1971,” The 
International Migration Review 9, no. 3 (1975): 319-333. 
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Figure 6.3. The Heritage listed “Aqua Profunda” sign at Fitzroy Pool, painted in 1953-54 

at the initiative of the pool manager, who was continually rescuing migrant children from the 

deep end ( the sign means “deep water” in Italian). [Source: Heritage Victoria, “Victorian 

heritage database report: ‘Aqua Profunda’ sign, Fitzroy Pool,” accessed April 16, 2019. 

https://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/places/4742/download-report]   

 

In her research on murals in Melbourne’s inner suburbs, Fran Edmonds shows how in 

the decades since the 1970s, mural making in Melbourne’s inner-north has become a way of 

visually asserting an Indigenous identity and Indigenous sovereignty in the inner-urban space. 

Edmonds also shows how these visual representations of Aboriginality were supported by 

various other progressive cultural organisations and groups in the inner-north, like community 

radio station 3CR, or the Neighbourhood Justice Centre in Collingwood. This demonstrates how 
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supporting statements of Indigenous sovereignty was part of a general progressive politics in 

the inner-urban space.42 

The mural depicted in figure 4.7 was completed in 2018, with street art collective Juddy 

Roller commissioning artist Matt Adnate, who grew up nearby, to complete the piece with a 

$150,000 grant from the Victorian state government. CEO of Juddy Roller, Shaun Hossack, sees 

the mural as a “celebration of multiculturalism”.  It depicts the faces of six-year-old Arden 

Watson-Cropley, five year-old Ni Na Nguyen, West-Papuan born Yulius Antares Taime, and 

Badria Abdo, an Ethiopian refugee who arrived in Australia in 2006. For Taime, the mural is a 

reminder of the fact that the housing block is “a community”.43 Local MP Richard Wynne 

emphasised the importance of the mural in celebrating the public housing towers as part of the 

community. “It's about celebrating pride in place and we want to really ensure that we 

remember just how important public housing is in the lives of people doing it tough.”44 The 

mural is the tallest in the southern hemisphere and is a visual reminder of the suburb’s 

working-class and migrant history and present. A more recent mural in the inner-northern 

suburb of Brunswick depicts New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinta Ardern embracing a Muslim 

woman after attacks on a Christchurch mosque in March 2019. The group who organised the 

mural said it has become “a beacon of tolerance, love and peace in these divisive times”.45 

Another mural on the facade of community radio station 3CR in Collingwood recognises 

and celebrates the Indigenous heritage of the inner-urban space. It also questions conservative 

understandings of Australia’s history. Corey Green, artist and 3CR producer, who added to the 

mural in 2015, described his work: “It's a re-imagining of the Australian crest to better 

represent white invasion. The cane toad, lantana and morning glory are all invasive species that 

                                                 
42 Fran Edmonds, “Making murals, revealing histories: Murals as an assertion of Aboriginality in Melbourne’s inner 
north,” in Urban Representations: Cultural expression, identity and politics, edited by Sylvia Kleinert and Grace 
Koch, 21-48 (Canberra, A.C.T.: AIATSIS Research Publications, 2012).  
43 Luke Enriques-Gomes, “Tallest Mural in the Southern Hemisphere Unveiled in Melbourne,” The Guardian, 
October 12, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/oct/12/tallest-mural-in-the-southern-
hemisphere-unveiled-in-melbourne 
44 Richard Willingham, “Melbourne public housing mural by Adnate tallest in Southern Hemisphere,” Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, September 15, 2018, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-09-15/collingwood-mural-
tallest-in-southern-hemisphere/10238136  
45 Andie Noonan, “Jacinda Ardern mural on Melbourne silo to become ‘beacon of tolerance’ in Brunswick,” 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation, April 23, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-23/jacinda-ardern-
mural-for-melbourne-brunswick-silo-christchurch/11038584.  
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have wreaked havoc on the landscape. They come in, take all the resources and kill everything 

else … it represents the ongoing invasion in a wider sense.”46  

An earlier, 2010 stencil work (depicted in figure 4.6) was created on the same facade by 

Aboriginal artist Reko Rennie, who grew up in Melbourne. Rennie completed the project with 

funding from Arts Victoria and the Victorian Government and when preparing for the work ran 

a series of consultations with the community about what residents wanted to see on the wall.47 

In a video interview, Rennie emphasised 3CRs history of involvement with local activism for the 

rights of minorities. He painted, as he describes: “a huge figure of a lone Aboriginal warrior, 

pointing to the local community, the history of Fitzroy, Collingwood, and Abbotsford and that 

urban area, that was one of the first areas to have an Aboriginal population and setting up of 

important facilities such as Aboriginal housing and legal aid.” The spear of the warrior, notes 

project coordinator Juliet Fox, is pointing towards the nearby British Crown pub, providing a 

sense of joyful irony for many.48 

These public works, which have received state funding and widespread support, 

demonstrate how the values of diversity and community remain in the space, working as active 

political statements of support for these values. Although these murals do not work towards 

socio-economic equality or sovereignty in overtly practical ways, they serve as visual markers of 

the progressive identity of the inner-urban space.  

 

                                                 
46 3CR. 2015. “Our murals new work comments on invasion,” 3CR, October 6, 2015, 
https://www.3cr.org.au/news/our-murals-new-work-comments-invasion. 
47 Laura Fisher, “Reko Rennie Gwaybilla: Biography,” Design & Art Australia Online, 
https://www.daao.org.au/bio/reko-rennie-gwaybilla/biography/.  
48 Australian Centre for the Moving Image. 2017. “Street art in Fitzroy: the 3CR mural”, Australian Centre for the 
Moving Image, February 8, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=afZg5HHa5nA. 
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Figure 6.4. Reko Rennie stencil, 3CR radio station, Collingwood. [Source: Melbourne Daily 

Blog, “Melbourne, Australia photos,” November 19, 2012. 

http://melbournedaily.blogspot.com/2012/11/3cr-mural-fitzroy.html]  
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Figure 6.5. Matt Adnate, Collingwood public housing complex mural, depicting three of its 

residents. [Source: Luke Enriques-Gomes, “Tallest Mural in the Southern Hemisphere Unveiled in 

Melbourne,” The Guardian, October 12, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-

news/2018/oct/12/tallest-mural-in-the-southern-hemisphere-unveiled-in-melbourne.] 

 

 



 234 

An inner-urban culture where one can pursue self-expression and diverse life 

trajectories, as well as the creation of a space where those of diverse sexual and gender 

identities could belong, was also a key gain of the counterculture. Craig McGregor argues that 

the counterculture opened up a diversity of identities and life trajectories for subsequent 

generations, saying “there’s a richness there, a diversity and plurality, that we ought to be 

grateful for. The main achievement of the new cultures has been to expand the options and 

choices open to people, making them free to choose whatever lifestyle they opt for instead of 

being forced to conform to the short-back-and-sides, Alf-and-Anzac, booze-and-pokies 

syndrome of the past.”49 In previous chapters I looked at some of the ways in which anti-

careerism and creativity were valued by many within the counterculture, who rejected (or 

aimed to reject) traditional career trajectories in favour of creativity and self-exploration. In 

chapter two, I discussed the ways in which visual expression had become part of the lifestyle of 

the counterculture, recounting how the counterculturalists who went on to found the fashion 

label Flamingo Park would wear eclectic second-hand clothing around Carlton and patrons of 

the Crystal Ballroom in St Kilda would dress in everything from garbage bags to cocktail dresses. 

These countercultural values have remained present in the ways in which many experience the 

contemporary inner-urban space.  

One of my interviewees, Vincent, recounted walking around Carlton in 2016, and when 

noticing a Bob Dylan poster someone had displayed in their front window, recalling how Carlton 

in the 1960s had a public culture of “displaying what you believe.” Such a poster might seem 

unremarkable now, but Vincent emphasised how expressing one’s interests and individuality 

was seen as progressive at the time because it contrasted with the conformity and repression 

that was perceived to be one of the key problems of “straight” society.50 In his 1985 research 

on gentrification in Melbourne’s inner suburbs, David Cole surveyed residents of North Carlton 

and North Fitzroy on their perceptions of the suburbs in which they lived. He found a youthful 

population, with 75% of Carlton residents surveyed younger than 40. He also noted that the 

sense of community was one of the most prized aspects of living in Carlton, with “diversity” 

                                                 
49 McGregor, “What Counter-Culture,” 41. 
50 Vincent Glass, interview with Molly Mckew, March 31, 2017, Castlemaine, Victoria.  
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commonly used by residents as a descriptor for both places. Finally, he noted how the majority 

of respondents felt “freer to express themselves as individuals in their current locations than 

they could in the conforming environs of the outer suburbs.”51 His research demonstrates that 

although these suburbs were changing (he notes that Carlton was becoming perceived as less 

diverse and more affluent), they maintained an environment where community, diversity, and 

expression was prized by residents as a crucial part of the space.  

Gay, lesbian, and feminist activism also created spaces of visibility for identities that did 

not conform to heteronormative structures and eschewed oppressive standards of beauty and 

gendered behaviour. Sharon Zukin argues in her research on gentrification in the U.S that this 

was connected to the cultural diversity that already existed in the spaces in which 

counterculturalists lived: “As immigrants, racial and ethnic minorities and gays and lesbians 

have become more visible actors, in both public spaces and cultural fields, they have made a 

variety of ‘alternative’ lifestyles more visible, especially in the big cities where they are 

concentrated.” Further, the availability of shared housing, urban collectives, and other new 

forms of community provided a physical space for those who did not conform to 

heteronormative or nuclear family structures. As Zukin argues, “Gentrification made visible and 

‘naturalised’ a variety of household structures.”52 Thus, as discussed in chapter five, this inner-

urban space where various identities are accepted and celebrated has, since the 1960s, 

provided an alternative home and family for many. 

Many aspects of the countercultural lifestyle remain in the inner-urban space and have 

transformed mainstream society. But it is important too, to look at the ways in which wider 

societal norms and structures have stayed the same. What are some of the projects of the 

counterculture that failed? What are some of the issues and discussions that were left behind 

in the 1970s? The far-left intellectuals and activists of the 1960s and 1970s might regard 

present economic policy and employment practices as symptomatic of a failure to challenge 

capitalist structures. From the 1980s, neo-liberal economics have flourished. Local industry has 

                                                 
51 David B. Cole, “Gentrification, Social Character, and Personal Identity,” Geographical Review 75, no. 2 (1985): 
153. 
52 Sharon Zukin, “Urban Lifestyles: Diversity and Standardisation in Spaces of Consumption,” Urban Studies 35, no. 
5-6 (1998): 825.  



 236 

been threatened by trade deregulation and increasingly flexible employment practices and the 

erosion of workers rights has resulted in less job security, with a greater risk of redundancy or 

wage cuts for workers.53 At present, as reported by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation in 

2018, short-term, casual, or part-time contracts are increasingly the norm, meaning more 

working Australians are not receiving entitlements such as annual leave, sick days and other 

benefits.54 The welfare state developed by Whitlam in the 1970s has been somewhat 

undermined, with welfare recipients often subject to punitive measures before they receive 

payments, which are meagre and increasingly difficult to live on.55  

Counterculturalists who protested against racist policies and practices may be 

disappointed to find that although Australia is home to a multicultural population, issues of 

racism and anti-immigration sentiment clearly persist, as does racism towards Aboriginal 

people. Further, Aboriginal people’s life expectancy remains a decade lower than the rest of the 

population.56 Thus the ostensible gains of the countercultural lifestyle, where diversity, 

multiculturalism and symbols of anti-racism are valued in the inner-urban space may ring 

hollow, as it can be argued that they failed to create wider structural change.  

The gains of the countercultural attack on the “system” thus may lie in the way of life 

that can be enjoyed by subsequent generations as a result of the progressive politics embodied 

by counterculturalists in the 1960s and 1970s – one that allows for unstructured, non-career-

oriented lifestyles, that fosters a dense and diverse public culture, and one where creativity and 

self-expression are valued. The inner-northern suburbs are commonly understood as the 

progressive, artistic hub of Melbourne, a space where one can explore one’s interests, 

                                                 
53 John Quiggin, “Globalisation, Neo-liberalism, and inequality in Australia,” The Economic and Labour Relations 
Review 10, no. 2 (1999): 240-59.  
54 Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 2018. “Insecure work the 'new norm' as full-time job rate hits record low: 
report,” Australian Broadcasting Corporation, June 7, 2018, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-06-07/full-time-
job-rate-hits-new-low-as-casual-work-takes-over-report/9840064.  
55 This shift is outlined in the introduction to Philip Mendes, Empowerment and Control in the Australian Welfare 
State: A Critical Analysis of Australian Social Policy since 1972 (New York: Routledge, 2019); the difficulties in living 
from Centrelink payments are explored in Gay Alcorn, “Living on Newstart: ‘I don’t eat every day. That saves some 
money I guess,’” The Guardian, May 15, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/may/15/living-
on-newstart-i-dont-eat-every-day-that-saves-some-money-i-guess. 
56 Stephanie Anderson, “Life expectancy gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians remains about 
one decade,” Australian Broadcasting Corporation, September 13, 2016,  
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-09-13/indigenous-life-expectancy-statistics-show-little-
improvement/7838430 
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creativity, and live a leisure-driven, experience-driven lifestyle deep into adulthood. Further, it 

is a space of (relative) acceptance and belonging for those not conforming to nuclear family or 

heteronormative structures. It is a space where one can eschew the prescriptive life trajectories 

and conservative pressures described by many of my interviewees in earlier chapters.  

Though it is hard to demonstrate the extent to which those who live in these suburbs 

live genuinely anti-materialist, open-minded and diversity-driven progressive lives, it is clear 

that the population in Melbourne’s inner-northern suburbs generally identify as progressive. In 

an Age quiz in which readers could answer a survey to discover their “political tribe”, the inner-

northern suburbs of Melbourne scored high percentages of people who were in the category 

“progressive cosmopolitan” and “activist egalitarian” (see figure 6.7). Identification with these 

categories indicates an affiliation with issues such as welfare, multiculturalism and climate 

change. Though this may be indicative of only a surface-level engagement with progressive 

politics, the fact that so many inner-urban dwellers identify as such demonstrates something 

about the values and way of life that can be found in the inner-urban space.57 

 

 

                                                 
57 Inga Ting, “Melbourne’s political geography revealed in seven maps,” The Age, February 19, 2017, 
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/melbournes-political-geography-revealed-in-seven-maps-
20170217-gufqtq.html. 
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Figure 6.6. “Progressive cosmopolitans” in inner-urban Melbourne. The darker the colour, the 

closer the match to the category. The suburbs of Carlton, Carlton North, Fitzroy, Fitzroy North, 

Brunswick and Collingwood all received an overall score of over 70 points out of a possible 80. 

[Source: Inga Ting, “Melbourne’s political geography revealed in seven maps,” The Age, 

February 19, 2017. https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/melbournes-political-

geography-revealed-in-seven-maps-20170217-gufqtq.html]  

 

Conclusion  
 
There are many countercultural experiments, interests and innovations that were left behind in 

the 1970s. Urban housing collectives based on far-left politics, though in existence, have lost 

their popularity. Although the countercultural attack on the “system” did not render the 

capitalist system irrelevant, the experiments of the counterculture have transformed the inner-

urban space in a multitude of ways. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, pursuing communal or collective living, embracing public 

culture, the public arts and self-expression, and speaking openly about sexuality and gender 

placed the everyday fabric of personal lives in the public eye and politicised things that were 

previously seen as private and intimate. One of the key legacies of the cultural shifts of the 
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1960s and 1970s was the breakdown of the public/private dichotomy, with intimate, domestic 

parts of life becoming subject to political debate.58 The counterculturalists of the 1960s and 

1970s lived out their critiques of conservative society through their personal choices and day-

to-day lifestyles. They created a space where people could be somewhat freed from oppressive 

expectations around gender, sexuality, family, career and behaviour.  

Too much focus on the ways in which the counterculture has been commodified and 

become a lifestyle trend since the 1960s and 1970s can obscure the ways in which lifestyle and 

consumption trends can carry with them a progressive politics. It is clear that many of 

Melbourne’s inner-urban dwellers have been attracted to the inner-urban lifestyle over the last 

decades because of the way in which the identity of the inner-urban space is oriented around a 

variety of progressive values that were lived out by counterculturalists in the 1960s and 1970s. 

In Melbourne’s contemporary inner-urban suburbs one can still find visual and material 

reminders of the hopes and aspirations of the progressive counterculturalists of my research, 

who left their mark in subtle, everyday, but profound ways.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
58 Arrow, The Seventies. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

In 2018, Philip Frazer, former editor of the countercultural publications Revolution, Digger, and 

High Times, spoke at a conference about the counterculture in Wollongong. This conference 

brought together activists, writers, academics, and others interested in the history of the 

counterculture in Australia. Fraser spoke about the legacy of these progressive movements, 

lamenting the ways in which the activism, experiment, and rebellion of the counterculture has 

been distilled into a narrative of hedonism. He said: 

 

It’s a terrible thing that people trivialise it. There’s a notion that it was all fun and 

games, sex drugs and rock n roll. But it was more than that. We actually confronted a 

culture. The culture that I was born into in 1946 was dying – it desperately needed being 

countered and replaced. We did set about reinventing virtually everything.1  

 

The ways in which the 1960s and 1970s have been depicted in media and scholarship 

often emphasise two disparate arms of the counterculture – partying, drugs, and permissive 

sexualities (as Frazer calls it, the “fun and games”) or on the other hand, far-left politics, 

activism and anti-war protest. But somewhere outside of these extremes lies another story – 

one where a genuine progressive politics encompassing an array of criticisms of post-war 

conservatism was incorporated into a way of living. My interview subjects spoke about drinking 

espresso coffee, attending protests, discussing chairman Mao over a glass of claret, and living in 

communal houses as interconnected rebellions against a conservative and archaic Australian 

culture. For many counterculturalists, the minutiae of day-to-day life was political, and 

intertwined with “the system” – a term which encapsulated a range of oppressive pressures 

such as materialism, careerism, and heteronormativity. Through living in new ways in the inner-

urban space, these counterculturalists were attacking and undermining “the system”. 

                                                 
1 Philip Frazer, “Alternate and Underground Press: 1968: Counterculture, Protest, Revolution conference,” 
Counterculture Studies 2, no. 1 (2019). 
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This thesis has examined the ways in which these inner-urban counterculturalists lived 

out their progressive politics. I have looked at why they were drawn to the inner-urban space, 

what they sought to leave behind, and the political implications of their way of life. I have 

emphasised the ways in which counterculturalists forged a lifestyle that, in sometimes subtle 

ways, undermined various aspects of post-war conservatism. I have argued that their 

progressive way of life transformed Melbourne’s, and Australia’s culture since, leaving behind a 

profound legacy in Melbourne’s inner-urban space. Further, I have argued that the 

commodification and popularisation of this lifestyle in the inner-urban space carries with it a 

progressive politics that remains in the ways in which the inner-urban space is perceived and 

experienced.  

I have used examples from the life and work of Helen Garner throughout this thesis. 

Helen’s daughter Alice (I will use first names from now on to avoid confusion between the two 

Garners) was born in 1969 and was raised in shared houses in Carlton and Fitzroy. In a 2006 

article in the lead up to the release of Alice’s memoir, The Student Chronicles, Helen and Alice 

discuss their relationship and the different ways in which they experienced their youth – Helen 

in the 1960s and Alice in the 1990s. The article discusses how throughout her 20s, Alice focused 

on her studies and her acting career and maintained one steady romantic relationship. Helen 

says of Alice: “her whole approach to being a student was completely different from mine. I 

was a generation earlier and I'd been much more strictly raised and hadn't had much freedom, 

so I was very keen to get away from my family. I wanted to hang out with blokes; I wanted to 

find out about sex and fun and parties.” Helen continues: “people often want to live a different 

life from the one their parents lived and I can see Alice's tendency to stability and faithfulness 

and long-range harmoniousness would be, to some extent, in reaction to the rather emotionally 

chaotic life I lead.”2  

Here, Helen understands her daughter’s life through the lens of her own; Alice does not 

need to live out a struggle for freedom because it had been done for her by the generation 

prior – she had not experienced the same strictures as her mother. But this was not the case for 

                                                 
2 Susan Wyndham, “The Good Daughter,” The Age, August 19, 2006, 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/the-good-daughter-20060819-gdo770.html.  
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everyone who was young in the 1990s. My mother, for example, embraced the inner-urban 

space and lifestyle she found there in the early 1990s because it facilitated a freer, creatively-

oriented, community-based, more explorative way of living — one she had not been able to 

enjoy earlier in her 20s because of the conservative pressures coming from her parents and the 

obligations she felt were attached to being a mother and a wife.  

Philip Frazer and Helen Garner both speak about the projects of the counterculture in 

the context of their own struggles for freedom, discussing how they were drawn to it as a 

reaction to their experiences of an oppressive, strict, “dying”, Australian culture. Not all 

generations since the 1960s and 1970s have desired or needed the inner-urban lifestyle; 

however, what the counterculture did was establish a space in which a progressive, urban 

culture could flourish, laying the groundwork for a particular way of life to be enjoyed by 

subsequent generations.  

Chapter one examined how counterculturalists conceptualised suburbia and the inner-

urban space. Discourses about suburbia have been circulating ever since its inception in the 

1800s, and posit it as associated with unimaginative, conservative, life trajectories. For many 

counterculturalists, it represented consumption and capitalism – reflecting a preoccupation 

with owning real-estate, cars, and appliances, a gendered division of labour, and stifling, career-

driven life trajectories. The inner-urban space, in contrast, was seen as a space where a new 

and progressive way of life could be forged which would liberate counterculturalists from this 

stifling conservatism, representing a spatial and ideological break from their upbringing.  

Chapter two looked in more detail at Melbourne’s inner-urban suburbs, mapping the 

countercultural hubs of Carlton, Fitzroy, Collingwood, Prahran, and St Kilda. This chapter 

examined what attracted counterculturalists to these spaces and how the countercultural 

lifestyle grew to shape the suburbs themselves. Counterculturalists emphasised the migrant 

and working-class populations of these spaces as something that underlined their own rejection 

of capitalism and conservatism. A focus on the evolving visual and sensory aspects of these 

countercultural hubs demonstrates how this progressive way of life was tied up with new 

sensory experiences. This chapter provides geographical context for Melbourne’s 

countercultures and demonstrates how these inner-urban hubs were more than just physical 
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places, but spaces holding an allure of “newness” that represented counterculturalists’ hopes 

for a progressive future.  

Chapters three, four and five examined in more detail everyday aspects of the 

countercultural lifestyle, drawing out the ways in which counterculturalists undermined cultural 

and political conservatism. Chapter three examined how counterculturalists thought about 

food, money, travel, work, clothing, drugs, and cultural diversity. I have shown how the inner-

urban counterculture articulated a progressive politics through patterns of lifestyle and 

consumption, embodying their politics in the day-to-day ways in which they lived, socialised, 

ate, drank, travelled and worked, or did not. Though some have argued that these consumption 

patterns were trend-driven and carried few political implications, I emphasised how lifestyle 

shifts can carry with them genuine hopes for societal change.  

Chapter four examined sharehouse cultures, cooperatives, collectives, and grassroots 

organisations in Melbourne’s inner-urban suburbs. In this chapter, I examined the rise in 

popularity of sharehousing as a way of enacting a progressive politics. I showed how 

sharehouses played an important role in the countercultural lifestyle, representing freedom 

from the families of one’s upbringing and creating new forms of community based around 

intellectual, creative, political interests, or personal identities. In the second half of chapter four 

I examined some of the grassroots organisations and cooperatives that emerged at this time, 

for example, community schools, grassroots theatres, and film, economic, and other 

cooperatives. I looked at how these organisations aimed to fulfil a range of everyday needs by 

creating products and events within the community, for the community, wresting control from 

big institutions and organisations. I ended the chapter with an emphasis on the ways in which 

these sharehouse cultures and grassroots organisations fostered a community-minded, 

humanistic, localised way of life. This was to work against the perceived alienation and de-

personalisation of large institutions and capitalist structures.  

Chapter five examined the ways in which the inner-urban counterculture encountered 

feminist ideas and activism, experimented with gender and sexuality, and undermined the 

nuclear family structure. In this era, collective houses were established where childcare, chores, 

and sexual partners were shared. These collective houses, often driven by far-left politics, 
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aimed to find an alternative to the nuclear family, pursuing a way of life where women and men 

were equal within the home and free from the strictures of traditional gender relations. Inner-

urban countercultural communities were also home to gay and lesbian activism, and many 

sharehouses acted as community hubs and/or homes for gay and lesbian people. In the inner-

urban space and in shared homes, counterculturalists lived out their criticisms of conservative 

notions of love, sexuality, and gender, experimenting with different ways of finding romantic, 

sexual and social sustenance.   

Chapter six took us to the current day, examining the contemporary legacy of the 

counterculture. In this chapter, I argued that the popularity and commodification of the 

countercultural, inner-urban lifestyle over time was not politically meaningless, but brought 

with it profound societal change. I demonstrate how the lifestyles available in Melbourne’s 

inner suburbs, particularly in the north, can be traced back to the progressive hopes of the 

countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s. Though many progressive ideals from this era were 

not realised, such as the radical, anti-capitalist potential of urban communes or the anti-

consumerist ideals behind initiatives like food cooperatives, many were. The flourishing of arts 

venues and creative lifestyles and the valuing of diversity in the inner-urban space can be 

traced back to its countercultural history. This history has shaped how the inner-urban space is 

experienced by its contemporary residents and visitors.  

My research is relevant to several areas of contemporary scholarship, such as urban 

history, planning and heritage, and cultural studies. In the 1960s and 1970s, the rift between 

the inner-urban and outer-suburban space that still plays out in cultural discourse was taken up 

by counterculturalists who critiqued suburbia. “Inner-urban” is often used by commentators to 

connote a particular set of progressive values and has become part of a broader cultural 

struggle between a progressive and conservative Australia. This struggle is about where 

Australian identity is located — in the rural, suburban, or inner-urban space – and what a 

desirable way of life looks like.  

The counterculturalists of my research saw in the inner-urban space a way of life that it 

was hoped would become part of Australian culture and identity. In his recent book, City 

Dreamers, Graeme Davison addresses this struggle, arguing that urban culture has “won”. He 
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says that suburbia has been progressively losing its moral legitimacy since the 1980s: “after two 

centuries on the rise, the tide has turned against the suburban idea. The physical form has 

survived the ideologies that gave it birth.”3 My research has traced the beginnings of this story, 

showing how the inner-urban lifestyle became an integral, but contested, part of Australian 

identity over time. While the scope of my thesis does not allow for large geographical 

comparisons, using visual representations which are widely circulated in Australia does enable 

some conclusions to be made about the impact of the counterculture on broader cultural life. In 

2016, a line of cosmetics and perfume products were launched by Klein’s perfumery, a retail 

store which opened on Brunswick Street, Fitzroy in 1993. The line of products under 

consideration here come wrapped in packaging featuring photographs taken by Rennie Ellis, a 

street photographer active in the 1970s and 1980s. Ellis’s photography is described by the 

Klein’s website as “audacious, sexy and often shocking”. The products feature Ellis’s photos of 

iconic Australian scenes such as beaches and views, but just as many of the inner-urban space, 

with images of activist graffiti and inner-urban leisure.4 The Australia-wide marketing of this 

product in such a way demonstrates how the urban space has become a central part of 

Australian identity alongside more often utilised iconography such as the beach and the 

outback. 

My thesis also illustrates how a focus on place is important when interrogating social 

and cultural change. It takes a place-based approach to examining the political and social 

changes that occurred after the Second World War in Australia. The inner-urban suburbs drew 

progressive and alternative cultures to them not just because of their proximity to universities, 

but because of the sensory aspects of these spaces. The dense and community-oriented 

lifestyle, the “newness” of the cuisine that could be found there, and its perceived eschewal of 

many aspects of middle-class conservatism meant it became an ideal home for the 

counterculture – and was a key protagonist in influential post-war cultural shifts. The 

countercultural history of the inner-urban suburbs in Melbourne is thus relevant to cultural 

heritage practice and to histories of social and political change. 

                                                 
3 Graeme Davison, City Dreamers: The urban imagination in Australia (N.S.W.: New South Publishing, 2016), 80.  
4 Klein’s perfumery, “Series: Rennie Ellis,” https://kleinsperfumery.com.au/collections/series-rennie-ellis; Virginia 
Millen, “Retail Therapy: Klein’s Perfumery,” The Weekly Review: Melbourne Times, August 1, 2016, 17.  
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My research is also relevant to studies of diversity, plurality, and multiculturalism. The 

emergence of the inner-urban counterculture is a story of how an acceptance and an at least 

ostensible celebration of diverse identities became mainstream. In The Seventies Michelle 

Arrow emphasises that “the seventies have bequeathed to us another important legacy: the 

idea that it is important to find space for a diverse range of perspectives in public life.”5 Clearly, 

discrimination against non-white men and women and against those who do not fit into 

heteronormative and gender normative categories remains a significant societal problem. But 

what I am underlining is the ways in which, in the 1960s and 1970s, an inner-urban culture 

emerged that desired diversity, individual self-expression, and “difference”. The history of the 

counterculture is thus relevant when looking at contemporary debates around visibility and 

rights for diverse identities and cultures. 

However, more research is needed on the ways in which the counterculture and the 

migrant, Indigenous, and working-class populations that lived together in the inner-urban space 

related to one another and interacted, and on the broader implications of these relationships. I 

have touched on the power dynamics inherent in the urban gentrification that occurred from 

the 1960s, and have looked at the ways in which progressive counterculturalists may have 

appropriated cultures that were not their own to affirm a progressive and cosmopolitan 

identity. However, an in-depth analysis of the relationship between this progressive middle-

class and minority groups in the inner-urban space lies outside the scope of this thesis (despite 

being one of the inspirations behind it).  

My research is also relevant to the fields of youth studies, the history of the family, and 

to sociological studies of friendship and community. The emergence of shared housing and the 

importance of friendship, politics, and intellectual or creative affiliation in providing sources of 

belonging outside of the nuclear family marked a shift in the way in which young people 

created community. The counterculturalists of my research found freedom and solace in 

communities of people who shared their intellectual, creative, or personal interests. Further, 

the interpersonal discussions that occurred in collective houses, in consciousness raising 

                                                 
5 Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: The Personal, Political and Making of Modern Australia (N.S.W.: New South Books, 
2019), 237.  
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groups, or as an extension of the “personal is political” mantra may have deepened these 

interpersonal connections in historically significant ways. Consciousness raising groups 

prompted women to open up to each other about the most intimate aspects of their lives. One 

interviewee remarked that in her mother’s era and culture women would never have spoken to 

one another about sex, relationships, or their bodies.6 The story of community that I have told 

in this thesis marked a shift in the ways in which young men and women found support and 

interpersonal fulfilment – something that could be interrogated further by historians and 

sociologists interested in the history of the family and friendship.  

This thesis has attempted to examine the many different people, projects, interests and 

experiments in the inner-urban space that make up what I have called “the counterculture”. 

Such an amorphous concept is difficult to define. Exactly who has membership is unclear, many 

counterculturalists I spoke to either downplayed or exaggerated their politics with hindsight, 

and because the counterculture was by nature anti-institutional, many of its remnants are 

intangible. Documenting this history in the present day is therefore even more pertinent. As 

Barry Stiefel argues in the North American context, the concept of “intangible cultural heritage” 

should be leveraged by historians and heritage practitioners to preserve the history of the 

counterculture, which “is rooted in musical, literary and artistic expressions instead of the 

permanent built environment of conventional cities and neighbourhoods.”7  

In bringing together these disparate experiments, I hoped to come to some 

understanding of the ways in which they transformed the inner-urban space and Australian 

culture and society. These experiments were tied up with a number of other, international 

historical narratives – of an emerging youth culture, rock and pop music, left-wing activism and 

Marxist politics, expanding tertiary education, the Cold War, the Vietnam War, 

internationalisation, the growth of international media, and post-war migration. More research 

is needed that looks at the ways in which far-left politics, activism, and intellectual thought and 

the countercultural lifestyle were intertwined.  

                                                 
6 Laila Fanebust, interview with Molly Mckew, February 27, 2017, Footscray, Victoria.  
7 Barry Stiefel, “When marginal counterculture becomes accepted mainstream: Preservation and counterculture(s) 
heritage of the past,” Counterculture Studies 2, no. 1 (2019): 10. 
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I have chosen to focus on the more subtle ways in which the counterculture left its mark 

on Australian lives, which, though tied up with broader structural change, have received little 

attention in historical research. I have looked at how a countercultural politics played out in the 

day-to-day lives of counterculturalists in Melbourne’s inner-urban space, and emphasised the 

ways in which progressive politics and attacks on conservatism were imbued in the ways in 

which these young people loved, inhabited their homes, worked, related to one another and 

the communities around them, and found personal fulfilment. I hope in this thesis I have 

brought to life the ways in which everyday lifestyle was and is imbued with political meaning, 

and deserves our attention in examining the mechanics of societal change.  

It seems that many experiments of the “counterculture” were motivated by what 

counterculturalists did not want – a conservative past – than by a clear picture of what a 

progressive, freer future would look like. As articulated by Richard Neville in his first editorial 

for The Living Daylights, “let us confine past dogmas to the trashcan of history and dream up 

new dance steps for the great cosmic carnival to come.”8 Despite the fact that the 

counterculture did not have a cohesive, clear objective or identity, this desire for freer modes 

of being – and the ways in which counterculturalists embodied this desire in small, everyday 

ways – has had profound effects; both on the life paths available to subsequent generations 

and on Australian culture and society as a whole.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 Richard Neville, “Editorial: Plough in the crap and plant the seeds,” The Living Daylights 1, no. 1 (October 1973): 
3. 
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Appendix 1 - List of interviewees  
 

 Name 
(pseudonym 
used in most 
cases) 

Interview 
date/location 

Upbringing Suburbs  of 
residence 

Years 
from/to 

Activities/affiliation/interests Occupation 

1 Joy Brennan 15/02/17 - 
Northcote 

Stawell, rural 
Victoria  

South Yarra, 
Caulfield  

1975-1978 Monash University, women’s 
health, astrology, rock music  

Women’s health 
practitioner, 
Astrologer 

2 Laila Fanebust 27/02/17- 
Footscray 

Sydney’s inner-
west  

North 
Fitzroy, 
Northcote, 
Elwood  

1973-1979 Collective houses, Marxist 
groups, women’s liberation 
groups 

Teacher (retired) 

3 Phil O’Carroll 01/03/2017 - 
Clifton Hill 

Rural New 
Zealand  

Fitzroy 1975- now  Alternative education, 
collective houses,  

Teacher 

4 Mary Alford 02/03/2017 - 
Malmsbury 

Melbourne’s 
inner-southern 
suburbs 

Parkville, 
Carlton, 
Brunswick 
East 

1967-1975 Visual arts, Australian 
Performers Group, women’s 
liberation, collective houses, 
alternative press  

Artist  

5 James Rogers 07/03/2017- 
Kangaroo 
Ground 

Briar Hill, 
Melbourne 

Carlton 1965-1968 Environmental groups, 
cooperatives, conservation 

Chemist  

6 Faye Berryman 08/03/2017 - 
Fitzroy 

Bendigo, 
Victoria  

Fitzroy  1975- now Alternative education, 
collective houses, women’s 
liberation 

Teacher 

7 Vincent Glass 31/03/2017 - 
Castlemaine 

Suburban 
Perth, W.A  

Carlton, 
Malvern  

1962-1970  Eureka Youth League, 
Marxism, Anti-Vietnam War 

Technician 
(retired) 
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Protest, women’s liberation  

8 Dawn Jackson  16/05/2017 - 
Castlemaine 

Melbourne’s 
outer- southern 
suburbs 

Malvern, 
Caulfield, St 
Kilda, Fitzroy, 
North Fitzroy 

1968-1982 Monash Labour Club, Marxism, 
Anti-Vietnam War activism, 
women’s liberation, 
consciousness raising, 
collective houses, alternative 
press  

Librarian (retired)  

9 Ken Jackson  16/05/2017- 
Castlemaine 

Melbourne’s 
outer- southern 
suburbs 
 

Malvern, 
Caulfield, St 
Kilda, Fitzroy, 
North Fitzroy 

1968-1982 Monash Labour Club, Marxism, 
Anti-Vietnam War activism, 
women’s liberation, Collective 
living, alternative press 

Teacher 

12 Gina Hardy  15/06/2017- 
North Fitzroy 

Caulfield Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
North Fitzroy 

1965-now  Women’s liberation, 
consciousness raising, 
filmmaking, design 

Publisher/editor 

13 Hannah Walter 15/06/2017- 
North Fitzroy 

Ivanhoe  Fitzroy  1978-now  The arts, poetry, music, 
women’s liberation  

Musician  

14 Val Noone 20/06/2017 - 
Fitzroy  

Melbourne’s 
outer - 
southern 
suburbs  

Fitzroy 1969-now  Marxism, collective housing, 
open housing, social justice  

Historian, writer  

15 Mary Roberts 01/08/2017- 
North Fitzroy 

Ivanhoe Fitzroy, 
Fitzroy North  

1977-now  The arts, comedy, activism  Restaurateur, 
activist  

16 Alice Gray 22/05/2018- 
Melbourne CBD 

Suburban Perth   Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
Clifton Hill, 
Parkville 

1975-1981  Shared housing, the arts Librarian, activist 

17 Daniel Newton  31/05/2018 - Heidelberg Caulfield, 1966- Far-left activism, Monash Teacher, 
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Ascot Vale Armadale, 
Parkville, 
Carlton , 

unknown Labour Club, Alternative Press Academic 

18 Bruce Pullman  04/06/2018 - 
Melbourne CBD 

Parkdale Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
North 
Fitzroy, 
Clifton Hill 

1973-1979 Alternative theatre, the arts, 
collective housing 

Engineer 

19 Sofia Day  20/06/2018 - 
Fitzroy 

Canterbury Fitzroy, 
Carlton 

1965-now  Women’s liberation, far-left 
politics, economic collectives, 
alternative architecture, urban 
heritage  

Architect 
(retired) 

20  Sarah Davies  04/07/2018 - 
Clifton Hill 

Coburg North  Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
Clifton Hill 

1963 - now  Far-left politics, women’s 
liberation, the arts  

Teacher (retired) 

21 Janis McMahon  06/08/2018- 
Clifton Hill 

North Balwyn  Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
North 
Melbourne 

1973- now Women’s liberation, far-left 
activism, cooperatives, 
collective houses 

Health care 
worker, health 
research 

22 Frank Hanley 07/11/2018- 
Abbotsford 

Walwa, 
Country 
Victoria  

Carlton, 
Fitzroy 

1970 - 
unknown 

Film, the arts, rural communal 
living 

Advertising, 
videographer, 
photographer 
(retired) 

23 June O’Hanlon 07/11/2018- 
Abbotsford 

Glen Iris  Carlton, 
Fitzroy, 
South Yarra  

1970 - 
unknown  

Feminism, writing, communal 
houses 

Advertising, 
cooking (retired) 
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Appendix 2  
Semi-structured interview questions (these were used to guide discussion, and 
questions were not necessarily used in every interview)  
 

• Tell me a little bit about your lifestyle when you were a young person – when did you 
start to identify with the counterculture? 

 
• Where were you living when you were part of the counterculture?  

 
• Can you tell me about what you liked about the area you lived in?  

 
• How did the lifestyle there contrast with the life you were living before you moved? 

 
• Did you have a perception of yourself as countercultural or different from the 

mainstream at the time?  
 

• Did you interact with the migrant or working-class communities you were living 
amongst? 

 
• Did you go out to bars or pubs or restaurants in the local area? 

 
• Did you live in sharehouses? If so, were they communal or did everybody do their own 

thing?  
 

• Did you share political/intellectual/creative pursuits or ideas with your housemates?  
 

• Did you used to go out partying/drinking or to see music or theatre? What did you 
drink? What shows did you see? 

 
• Did you eat at home and cook a lot? What kind of food did you like?  

 
• What kind of music did you listen to?  

 
• Did you encounter drugs?  

 
• Did you encounter feminist ideas? If so, can you remember when you became aware of 

them?  
 

• Did you ever experiment with polyamory or partner sharing? What about the people 
around you?  

 
• Did you talk about sex and relationships with your friends?  

 
• Did you identify as left-wing?  
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• What was your relationship to money in this time? Was it important to you?  

 
• Did your friends and peers have a similar background to you?  

 
• Did you have children?  

 
• Can you talk a little bit about your relationship with your parents? Where were you 

bought up?  
 

• When and why did you move out of home?  
 

• What was your parents’ perception of your lifestyle in this period?  
 

• Would you say you had a working-class/middle-class/upper-class upbringing?  
 

• What did your parents do?  
 

• What expectations did your parents have for your adulthood? Did they pressure you to 
get a responsible job/have children/get married etc? 
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