
F.t 07,,08 9e rgt' 1l;zg F.r.T 61 6 ?01 5{t5 tic Connunltr Rel6t lons #- @t

.-*'.jiFAt
CLASSTFICATION BY NATIONAL TRUST OF'

AUSTRALTA (ACT)

PLACE N.A,ME:
Acton l-louse

NOMINATED I}Y:
Classificrtion Comnittee of the National Trust of Australix (ACT)

LOC.ATTON OF PLACE:
Block I, Section 24, CITY ACT.

FEATUR-ES TNTRINSIC TO THE HERTTAGE SIGNIFICANCE OF TI.I[
PLACE.

The place comprises:

The buildJnEs ald plantiags on Block l.
riccompanying site plan a:rd description.

facing Marcur Clarke Street.

Section 24, City ACT, as indicaiecl on thc
Excluded is the building knovrn as Block I

STATENIENT OF SIGNIFIC.ANCE :

Acron House, built as the Hotcl Acton i.u 1921-49 is historically and socialh'
important for having becn one of the nalional capittil's major hostels servrng in
particular married couples and families. Large numbers of people stayed in llosril
accommodation upon their arrival in Canberra from its establishflent Lurtil the 1960s.

Froni 1938/9 to 19-16 the Acton rvas the lirst separate hornc 1ot thc Canbelr:
Llnivcrsiry College. the first univcrsity in Canbena.

Consequently the coirrplex has social and educational sign.ificance iu lhe der elop:rielt
of Cauberra.

Designed by Common*calth Architect John Smith Murdoch, Acton Housc is
archirecrwally important in that it emplifuics the Federol Capital style. The complsx.
together witrh strrounding plantings, has aesthetic value withj-rr thc ciq' tou'nseape.

SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS:

ln accordance r.,,.ith S.54(l) of the Land (Plaming and Environnrent) Act 199i. ihe
following, requirements are identified as essential to thc conservation of the helitage
significance of this place, l'hese requirements are prepared to impleme nt the
tbllowing conservation policy for the place:

"+' 
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Thar the building complexand its sctting be coriserved.
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I}IAIfAGEMENT RECOM}IEN-DATIONS:

I, DESCRIPTIONOT'PLACE:

Acton Flouse conrprises a weiitherboard double storey central block. *itli eigrrr
rendered brick pavilions. Four ofthe pavilions Illocks..\.8.C. ard Gare situared orr an
east-w'est axis on either side of the main block. arrd foru', Bl,.rcks IJ-E.F and I-l ere sited
on a north-south tu1ris nordl of lllocks G and L-. A new- wing, I lies to thc o:1st Lrf th+
complex. The original frorrt entry to the south has been altered by dre conversion fcr
the AIATSIS Librar.v. Thele is inf,rll of the cou:er gallefies on each pavilioir. Ror'rl's

are of hipped and gabled fo ns. l'he brick rendered garage west of the mai:r block ha-q

had its original timber beams replaced with concrete. Two rendered pillars and th:
concrete and brick floor remain of tirc original cafllash and pcrgola behind the gsrage

block.
' i 'l

Landscape elenents v rich remain Aom the original plalting includr: the t'ollorving
trees:

tbree poplars (Populztt delroides) south of Block I (rvhich have been identifieJ a:
good specimcns by botauist s.nd former head of Parks and Garderrs Professor Lindsirl'
Pryor),
onc oak (Qucrczs ro&rr) between Blocks B and C,
sir oatris (Quercus carzariensts) along, Marcus Clarke Sneet,

two Calilbmian Redrvoods, Sequoiaden&'on giganteum in the court betrveen Blcoks
D and E.

r.ro Cypress Pines (Czrpress us arizottica and Clrpressus sempervirensl benrre;r
BlocksDandland
one Atlantic Cedu (Cedrus atlai?rials) at the $€st end of Blocks G and H.
Onc of the original smooth-barked Chincsc Eln {Ulmus parviJblia) remails r-x ihe
building's southem entrance.
To the west side of the complur around the area there are seven eucahpts Ercarji::rris
bia&e/yi w'hich remain from ple-settlement troodlands: onc of thes,.'trees sliorrs
cvidcnce of coppicing from regencration.

The buildings house Govenrment offices (a major one being the Australian lustitute of'
Aboriginal and Ton'es Strait Islaflder Studies AIATSIS) arrd t'heir condition is mr''stjl'
good. Roof tiles have probably been replaced. There hnve bccn cllcnsive irtr--mal
alterations ard there are nuderous accretions to the buildings. The building conipicx
needs fluther research to uncover its architectu l developmcnt. and to idertriifu hc'*-
rhat developmcrt illustrates the evolution of the national capital in terms of populatioir
grou'Or and the dcvciopment of other institutions. Also requiri-trg further analy-sis are

the original garages. boilers, kitchen ateas and intema.l fitbric.

a

That a conservation plan be prepared fbr the place.

BACKGROIJND INT'OR\TATION

2. STATUS OF PLACE AT NOMTNATION DATE:
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3. BACKGROUND;----'t1tc.r
The lJotel Acton (iroffl<noun ai Acton House), was opened in lvlal' t 937 as

acconmodation for Commonwealth Goverrunent public scn'ants. It was designed as a

hostel for lower level govenrmerlt employees but operated as a first level hotel *'i*.h a.

liqr.ror licencc Aom 1928. The Depression forced the hoiei's closure il 1930. It rtrrs
later used for ofhces iucluding the Patents OlIicc.

/X(( r-"J,r,"-a.^c-q
It was refubished in 1938. It.rr{s then occupied b;- the Canberrir Univcrsirl' Coll<gt
an i:rstinrtion established by /Gemrnorrwe*tlr--statute-u hich fomred ihe l,rasis ol
Universitv life in the Capital. It was the first scparately designated site lt.rr Lh:

College's usc. Till then the College had shared accommodation rrith Telopea Parl:

School and the Institute ofAnatomy. 
A

the dining room became the Hall and the area now occupied bi'ihe IATSIS Libra:y
rvhich was fomrcrly the residents'marn lounge, rvas divided to fomr o studenis'

conunon roorrr and the Library. Lccturers' rooms and administrative oi'l-rces rveie in
the front wilgs. The billiard room in the basement becarne first tbe Council Rtor-r';

and later a bomb shelter. I

The College ( w-hich laler n:erged to become the General Studies School o.- ti-re

Austalian National Universiqv) became an intellectual centre tbr Canbcrra. Irs
faculties included ans. cconomics and the School of Diplomatic studies. Its strffend
studcnts included many people n'ho are significant in the development oJ'Canberar

and of tl're nation. These i.ncluded ( and llere not linfted to) Sit' Robert Garran \\'hr-,

was chairnran of the Cormcil, Alec Hopo and lvlnnning Clark. Hopc Tilyard (Lad]'

Hewitt) .*.ho was the fi-rst nranied rruoman to become a uriversiLy lecturer in Ar.rsnalil
Professors Bailey, Giblit, Fin Crisp. and Peter Karmel. Other Councii rnembers

includcd Aldrew Watson , Mrs Tilyard and Sir George Knowles. Malcolni
lluggeridge $/as one of the people *.lro gave public lectures there during ille 'r'ar.
Many of its students also becar:re promiuent in the life ol tbe city, the n:.rtion anJ ir.
particular the diplouratic sen'ice.

Shortagc of acconmodation in Canberra led to other orgarisa.drrns moving inlo t-he

Acton ard limiting tre Clollege's space, most notably the Pfices Commission headed

by (Sir) Douglas Copiand u'ho later became Vice-Chancellor of the Austr:.lian
National University.

In Jure 1946. reflecting the post war grouth ol'Canberra, the building o:rce rrgain

reverted to hostel u$e and for ahnost thirry years it catered to rnarried couples

i[cluding those with children moving to Canberra. Since 1976, as Acton Hou-\e Lile

building has becn used as govemrncnt ollices again.

Actolr House forms onc of a group of large hostels collstructed by dre goveninent in
the 1920s to deal lvith prcssing, accommodation shortages in the national capital- The

i-Iotel Caubena (built 1924) was Hostel No L the Hotel Kurrajong (built 1926) was

Hostel No 2. Gormal House (brrilt 1924-27 and originally known as thr"' Hotel

@t
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Ainslie) was Hostel No 3, aud the l-lotel Acton (1927) was Hostel No 4. The hostels
were a central aspect in the government's p'lans for developing Canberra and rvere
ercctcd for firnctional rcasons, not for financial garn. They provided differcnt levels ol
accommodation. Eventually t*'enty-six hostels 'aere built ia thc national capital. Of
these ten have been demolished. The surv'ivors. including Acton, are thc n:ort:
perma[ent and impressive bostels. Acton was considercd to be one of the more
cornfortably firmished and served professional, middle ard senior level people. Sonte
of the hostels were for workmen, some for sirrgle women and latcr hostels sr-rcl-L :u
Reid ancl \,Iulwala werc rnore basic fibro antl timber stuctures prinradll'fbr 1'trungl
and junior public sen ants.

The hostels played a very irnportant role in terms of their social and conrnrul.,.r
hmctions. I\tlany workers who ca.ure to Canberra had no altemative 10 hostels for earl.,.
in Canben'a s history the houses rhat had been bLrilr rvere for urarried c,ruples rrrC

wcrc in shtrrt supply. The Acton differed ftom ttre otier hostels in drat it catered

specifically for married couples, including those vrith cllil&en. l)re support this gave
the farrrilies, particularly nerv ntothets transpofled away frou their orrtr t'amilies is a

t'eature of great significance to many n'ho stayed there.

r llle Hotel Acton was deSigned by Joh.n Smith lvlurdoch. He qas Cihicf Archire ct of
the Commonwealth Departnrent of Works and Railu'ays aud l'as the first
Comnon*-ealth Aichitect. From 1911 until his reti-rement I8 years later :\lrriloch
desigrred a nrunber of signii'icant buildings in Ciurlrerra. These include the I-Ji-rtel

Canberr, Corman Htruse, the Kingston Pou'er I{ouse, the Provisional Prrliamsit
I{ouse and ths West and East Block Secretariat Buildiugs. }vlurdoch forged a

distinctive Federal Capital design style and he is a major ligrrre irr the stor;' of
Caabera' s early dcvelopment.

Given dre large amount of buildirrg work tmdefiaken by the Conrmonvr.ealth at tire
time it is not surpdsing that some of the buildings of the period share certail tcanues.
-i'he Hotel Acton and the Hotel Krmajong particnlarly har.e sinrilaljties. anC ale
consistenL with the Hotcl Canbefia' "Ihe plan of the Acton consists of a tl1'o-siore)'
central block which is the focus of the massing and'a'hich held mosr of re ]-.ublic a.nti

catering fhcilities. Then on either side and sited slrxnetrically. were !!vo bk,cks of
two-storey pavilions tith courtyards in between. It rvas built ofrendered brick, nith ir
red brick base. Rools were hipped and teracotta tiled. Actor r'as initially built rvith
six pavilir:ns ertending from the main block, with garages located bet*een pavilions
D and E and A urd F, and a nine-bay garage west of the mail block. Ncar thc rcar oi
the hostel w'ere a pair oftennis courts and a flower garden. Trvo additional te''e-storei'
rr'hgs nerc approved in 1949 (Blocks D and H), togcthu with ncw staff bcdroolrrs.
Another block. I, was built parallel to Marcus Clarke Steet in 1 958.

Murdoch conceivcd the garden pavilion style for public buildings in Canberra. and

Acton Houss is a compact example of the style. It was a style inlluerrced by Franli
Lloyd Wrigbt's Prairie style, which rl'as contirued by W.B.Griffi:r.

The buildings making up the Acton complex are aesthetically important frrr fieir
sylnmeFy, form. proportions, strong window ptacement and use of paired. nrulti-pare
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double-hulg sashes, range of swface textures (brick, rendered brick, wcatherboard),
and the rdnge of gabled and hipped roof fbrms. Walls are unpainted brick- beloq' sill
height (with fine detailing in the use of bond), and painted, rendered brick abovc.
This contrast (rendered and urrrendered) is seen in other Canbera builtiiags of the
period. Basement *indows have a metal grille w-hose design is rued *'idelv 'in

Canberra. On the main building thcre is a visually strong _qable design. The detailing
of the origi.nal pavilions is generally finpr than that on the 1949 blocks although these

bl,rcks are cousistent with the original bttildings design and fomr. The courry*ards a.l:d

surviving plantings add to the placc's aesthctic qualities.

There ,,vas a centra-l main lounge, large dining room and kitchen imd sc ire iuei..s. jr
addition to the main lourge lhere were lourrges on each Ooor of each pavilion and
recreation roorns including a billiards roonr.

l'he tbnner Flotei Acton is part of a collection ol similuly styled buildings by
Nlurdoch in Canberra. and is a good example. The pavilions arc finctionally sited
rel)ecting thc nccd for natural light. circulation of air, privac,v aud quietness. It is
easily rccognised as a fonner hostel.

Ac'ton Housc along with the Academy ofi Sciences, the Film and Souird Arohive ('ih.e

former Institute of Anatomy), aad la:r Potter House (formerly Beauchamp Ht-'use).

lomr a precinct sf ls$.gcale buildings llhich are notable in the zone bet*'een dre

buildings of the Australial National University and the high-scale e.lit-rces of the
Civic city scrpe.

4. DISCUSSION AGAINST RELEV.{\T PRL\CIP{ N.{TIONAL
INSTORIC THE}IES

Theme 8: Deveioping cultual institrtions and r'vays o1'lii'e. and:1.6: Renrembering

signiticant phases ilr the development of torns and suburbs.

Acton House has played a significant role in accommodating people moving, to the

national capital. With its ohanged uses and alterirtions. it reflccts clorcl-v the p.rlitical.
social and econonric changes that have helped to shape Canbena. Acton is an

imponant part o1' the collection of burldings w'hich oPeraled as hostels in this
immigant city. The pror.ision of accommodatiLrn to ne*'comers is a nrajor theme i.l
the social history of the national capital. I{ostels uere major influences in the lives of
their residents end played a part in d1e devclopment of Canberra's commr.rniw spirit-

It is significant as the first separately designated building of the first university iu
Canberra. the Canbera University Collcge.

5. ANALYSIS AGATNST THE CRITERLA SPDCIFIED IN SCI{EDI:LE 2 OF
THE LA,\D (PLANNII{G AI\'D EIIVIRON}IENT) ACT 1991:
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Criterion (ii): A place rvhich erhibits outstanding design or tcsthetic qutliries
valued by the communify or a crdtuml group.

The plan and form of thc building, together with tbe design detailing,
crcate a building of stlong aesthetic value. The buildirrg's scale and its roof tbrms
contribute to the landscape as do the nearby similarly styled buildings. Acton HoLrse,s

aesthetic importance is enhanced by trccs remaining from ttre original pl:rntings and
pre-existing vegetarion. The complex reflects the characteristics o[rhe Federal Capital
design sqle and is significant in assisting the urderstar:dilg of carly Canben'a
architecture-

Critcrion (iii) A Placc which dcmoustrates a distinctile rvay of lit'e, taste.
tradition religion, lrrnd use, custom, process, dcsign or l'uuctiou which is no
longcr practised, is in danger of being lost, or is ofexceptionnl intcrest.

The Acion retains elements which demonstrate the period 'w'hen liuge l1unber.s ,.'rf

public servants and othcrs lived in hostels in Canberra. They lbnned a significalt pan
of the social litb of the young city. Acton sened iD particular f,s a hostel tbr mifried
couples and families.

j . 'l I

Criterion (iv) A place which is bighly vllued by thc communiq or a culrural
group for reasons of strong or special religious, spiritunl, cultrrrnl, cducatioual or
social associotions,

Acton House is sociall;' importanl. to the Cdnberra conxnudt-v on account of d1e

signifreant role the complex played in providing accomodation to largr nunl:els of'
recelltl-v arrived Canbeffans bctwcen 1927 and 1976. Hostels such as the Act'trn
contributed to the development of community spilit in the National Capital.

It is signiiicant too as the first designated home of the tirst university irr Cimberrr.. tl-re
Canberra University College. The College was established by Conun,.''nvvealth $ilmte
and lecturers arrd students llere r''r became prominent in thc developnrent of the cii.v.,

and of the nation.

Criterion (vii) A plnce rvhich has strong or specirrl ussociations with a persou,
group, event, devclopnrcnt or cultural phasc which phyed a significiut pflrt id
local or nntionnl history.

Acton House built in J 927-49 as lhe Hotel Acton is historically significant for its rc,le

in providing accommodation for net'ly arrived Canbcrrans. It was one ol d1e nuir
hostels and is intimately associated with a major thenre iD Canber.ra's histor,v, thai of
hostel life. The complex also reilects acnte housing shortages in the natioual capital's
pirst. The alterations and changed uses ofthe building illustratc changiag economic.
cducational, political and social thctors dwing Canbena's dcvciopmcat.

It is significalt eu dre first designared home of the Canberra Uuiversity College. the
first university in a city which now houses a ntrmber of universities.

Ebr
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Additional significance is attributable due to the fact thst the conrplex was r.rriginrlil
desiEred hy Commonwealth Architect, J.S. Mudoch.
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The National l-rust of Australia (ACT) extended the ir:formaticu aveilable r:n rh;:

Acton by a selies of intef iews with people assr-tciated \\'ith the Acion, including 1i,nr
Orverl. Registriu of the Canbera LTniversity College till its mc'rgcr with the .,\rrstridiiur
i.'atiornl Llniv-ersity. Ladl. Hewitt (Hope Till'ard), Leslie T-ockl'ood. \'fichael
I-Iodgkin" the last rrranager Alan Horth. Evclyn Young and Edylh Binkolvslii.
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Prepared by l\'latlhew Higgins (actilg Classification OfficeD lt accordance rr'it.ir

recommendittions of t-he Classificarioo Conxnittee of the Narioml Trust of ^A.usiraltr
(ACT) May 1997 and correctetl antl irmencled by Jutlith Brrskin. M41 1998.


