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Foreword

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF patronage in the production of architecture
cannot be underestimated. This is especially so if that client is enlightened,
prepared to trust their architects and collaborate with them, and also
willing to acknowledge that the whole process might possess all the
qualities of an untested experiment. Because that’s the essential nature of
any pioneering venture. It could easily all go horribly wrong or it might
just have the ingredients of a visionary enterprise where the outcomes -
visually, functionally and economically - resolve themselves in magical
alignment, even for a moment, and the result is a tantalizing glimpse of a
better designed future.

David Yencken was one such client and this book is written from
the client’s perspective: a rare form of personal and professional memoir
that is often missing from orthodox historical accounts of buildings,
their evolution and their subsequent lives. What makes this story doubly
interesting is that the buildings Yencken commissioned were motels, one of
Australia’s bright new building types that emerged after World War II and,
specifically, as part of Australia’s love affair at the time with most things
American. To date, no account of the type and the vicissitudes of its design,
construction and the running of such an establishment from the perspective
of the owners exists. The second aspect of interest is that Yencken was keen
to invest each motel with design integrity and design pedigree, a radical
concept given the mostly aesthetically carefree and commercial nature of
most motel designs then and since! Yencken chose his architects well. John
Mockridge was a brilliant designer, a great delineator, and a director of
Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell, a Melbourne firm that built a significant,
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FOREWORD

quietly respected reputation from the late 1940s through to the 1980s for
contextually sensitive designs for houses, schools and university buildings.
The motel he designed for Yencken at Bairnsdale had all the qualities of
resolved taste and modernity that one might find in a school or terrace
housing by Danish architect Arne Jacobsen.

For the second motel, Robin Boyd was an inspired choice. Boyd had
just returned from a year away as a visiting professor in Boston and wrote
to his partners Roy Grounds and Frederick Romberg in April 1957, that in
addition to multi-storey parking, pigeon-hole parking, and decentralized
shopping centres, hed seen ‘motels, motels, motels. The ascetic restraint
materially and structurally of the Black Dolphin Motel at Merimbula can
be understood aesthetically as a direct reaction to Boyd's US visit and his
ambivalence to the American strip and its visual accompaniments, and
oddly enough, Boyd’s unabashed fascination with stylish motor cars - he
drove a Studebaker. But that reaction can also be understood as being
informed by his client’s interests. The influence of Japan in the motel’s
interior, furniture and furnishings is all from Yencken and significantly,
the idea to harmoniously integrate a designed landscape that used existing
native trees in addition to new native planting with Boyd’s ‘indigenous’
architecture was largely his initiative. Clients are influential.

The two motels were not the only examples of Yencken’s
groundbreaking patronage. With John Ridge, he was to found Merchant
Builders in 1965. He used architect Graeme Gunn in that venture. With
others Yencken was instrumental in the development of cluster housing as
a concept and as a legal title. Yencken was instrumental in the formation
of the landscape architecture firm Tract. He was heavily involved in the
establishment of the Register of the National Estate and hasbeen a champion
of heritage and conservation throughout his life. These achievements were
often done with others, but with Yencken frequently as the political catalyst
and in each collaborative process, frequently its most disarmingly precise
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critic. This book is direct evidence of Yencken’s preparedness to be self-
critical. It's written with a characteristic sense of self-deprecation and wily
perception. It’s a cautionary tale. At the same time, it’s a vivid account of
a design adventure that worked. And as such, it gives one cause to admire

and ponder the highs and lows of a committed Australian at work.

Philip Goad
Professor of Architecture, The University of Melbourne
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A TALE OF TWO MOTELS

gnummus gumn

BRUMMELS GALLERY WAS OPENED ON
MONDAY OCTOBER 8TH 1956 BY SIR
DARYL LINDSAY, FORMER DIRECTOR OF THE
NATIONAL GALLERY OF VICTORIA.

Opening of Brummels Gallery October 1956.



How it all began

MY INTRODUCTION TO architecture, building and design was humble
and accidental. I learnt about design and building from the good fortune
of working with outstanding Australian designers and from the necessity
of learning some building skills to bring into being the projects with which
I was engaged. The first project was a motel in Bairnsdale. It was the great
adventure of my life. From it every later initiative and role evolved.

As I travelled across Canada in my early twenties on my way to
Australia, working my way to support myself, I was introduced to several
wonders of the new world: hamburgers, three-minute carwashes and
motels. None of these now ubiquitous American cultural exports was in
common currency at that time in England or Australia.

I landed in Sydney on 8th November 1954. I drove down to
Melbourne in an old Holden that had been lent to me. I immediately felt
the pull of a familiar landscape, bringing back many memories of the
two and half years I had spent as a child living on the western plains of
Victoria. A trip around Australia with a Canadian friend, who had been
at Cambridge with me and who turned up in Melbourne not long after
my arrival, introduced me to the delights of Australian country pubs -
hammock beds and eggs for breakfast swimming in animal fat. It was
during this trip that the idea of building a motel took shape, first as a joint
venture with my friend, and then, when he sensibly returned to Canada,
on my own.

The omens for such a venture were not propitious. There were no
motels in Australia, at least to my knowledge or that of anyone I knew. I

had not nearly enough money and nothing else to fall back on. My family
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read the omens clearly and did their best to dissuade me. My mother wrote
eloquently from England about white ants. My uncle took me aside in
despairing resignation when I ran into him at the bottom of the stairs in his
office to ask me whether I knew that asbestos cement was very cheap. But I
did eventually begin and thus began my long association with architecture
and building and later planning and environmental conservation.

There were several false starts before I was properly under way.
I ordered books on the planning and design of motels and read them
carefully.! Two clear messages were that motels should be on the outskirts
of towns not in their centres and that would-be motel builders should
beware of arterial or freeway bypasses. I looked at Albury/Wodonga on the
Hume Highway, the main arterial road between Melbourne and Sydney,
and assuming that a bypass would be built within a few years, decided
against a site on the existing road. It is somewhat ironic that it took another
fifty years for the bypass to be built.

After searching for other sites on the Hume Highway without
success, I bought a site with the money I had on the Princes Highway
coming into Warrnambool, a coastal township in Western Victoria. It was
on a hill overlooking the racecourse.

I let this land lie fallow while my attention was focused on a small
art gallery called Brummels Gallery in Toorak Road, South Yarra. I opened
the gallery in 1956 in partnership with Pat Collins, the owner of the coffee
shop below the gallery. The gallery was devoted to Australian painting and
at the time of its opening was one of only two with this focus in Melbourne.
Although I didn’t run it for long, it introduced me to a new world of painters
and others associated with the arts. It was a rich experience to be given
through these different ventures simultaneous insights into contemporary
painting and architectural design in Australia.

During my time running the gallery I continued to ponder what

next to do with the Warrnambool land. Slowly it sank in that, although
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the site was a lovely one, it was on the wrong highway. But then out of the
blue came a letter from the Catholic Monsignor in Warrnambool asking
if I would sell my land. The subsequent exchange was conducted with
the sweetest blarney I have ever heard. When I called in to see him he
dragged me to my feet as he swept into the small antechamber where I
was waiting. ‘Mr Yencken, you will pardon my surprise. I was expecting
to meet a businessman but not a gentleman too. And then growing more
expansive: ‘Picture yourself, Mr Yencken, in years to come as you drive
into Warrnambool, you will look up above you and see this fine Catholic
edifice on the hill and your heart will swell with pride. It was with difficulty
that I avoided giving him the land. But eventually from this negotiation we
all seemed to get what we wanted. The Monsignor got his land and I got a
cheque that gave me the equity for the loan I needed to build a motel on
another site.

I did soon find another more promising site in Bairnsdale and built
a motel on it. When this motel was completed in 1957 it was the first built
in regional Victoria, the second built in Victoria, and one of the first built
around Australia, all in the space of a year or two. Only three years earlier,
in 1954, the American Motel in Bathurst, the first proper motel built in
Australia, opened its doors.”> None of us knew that the other motels were
being conceived and built when we started. It was as if there was a common
recognition that the time for motels had come.

There was good reason for their coming. Once World War II was
over, in Graeme Davison’s words ‘all the pent up longings of the war years
- sexual, scientific and material — were released’’ The car was one of the
primary objects of these postwar longings. It had made its appearance well
before the war but the long years of world-wide depression had limited
the scope of its purchase and use. It introduced new work and leisure
opportunities. It provided the means to travel for the whole family. It
offered the young freedoms of a previously unimaginable kind.
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New car makers started to manufacture cars in Australia, the most
notable being General Motors which launched the Holden “Australia’s own
car’ in November 1948. Different brands and models, sedans (large and
small), station wagons and sports cars, quickly appeared and car ownership
began to expand exponentially.*

This was, however, only a small part of the story. The Australian
cityscape and landscape were reshaped by the car. Manifestations of this
social change included the extensive spread and development of service
stations, carwashes, shopping centres, large and small, and drive in facilities
of every kind led by the US McDonalds chain. Increases in the number of
cars led to enormous growth in road infrastructure. Freeways with their
interchanges and flyovers covering huge areas were a dominant expression
of this booming infrastructure growth. Growing car use was an important
factor in increased urban sprawl.

Not the least of the changes brought about by the car was the
arrival of the motel. Motels offered a number of advantages not enjoyed by
country hotels. They included en suite bathrooms, new and comfortable
beds and car parking outside the guest unit with its greater convenience
and security. The informality associated with motels also had immediate
appeal to Australians. There was furthermore the potential, rarely realized,
to do exciting things with their design.

Once the first motels were built, the speed of take up was remarkable
perhaps because by this time motels were commonplace across the United
States and Canada and more and more Australians were gaining knowledge
and experience of them through visits to North America.

In 1957, the Motel Federation of Australia was formed following
a meeting in Canberra. Given the very loose use of the term ‘motel’ by
many owners of upgraded hotels or tourist cabins, one of the first tasks
the Federation set itself was the preparation of a set of standards for

membership. For this purpose it borrowed verbatim the standards used
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NEW SOUTH WALES

ALBURY-WODONGA

MERIMBULA
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by the Automobile Association of America adding only one further
requirement that breakfast should be served.’

At the time of my arrival in Australia in 1954 there were only
the preliminary signs of some of these changes. Nevertheless shifts in
consumer attitudes, many associated with the car, were everywhere in the
air. I remember someone telling me of a Melbourne service station where
the staff had been trained as a customer civility to call male customers
‘sir’ and female customers ‘madam’. It was notable because so unusual at

the time.
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DRIVEWAY

PRINCES HIGHWAY BAIRNEDALE 2 MILE —
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Mitchell Valley Motel, site plan 1958, Mockridge Stahle and Mitchell Collection SLV YLTAD 16/38/1.



The Mitchell Valley
Motel

WITH THE ADVENTURE in Warrnambool behind me, I turned my
attention back to the main arterial roads between Melbourne and Sydney. I
began to look at the Princes Highway, the alternative coastal road between
these two cities. The two Victorian townships on the Princes Highway that
seemed of greatest interest were Bairnsdale and Lakes Entrance since they
were an appropriate distance away from Melbourne for those journeying
to or coming from New South Wales and had other attractions. Bairnsdale
was a commercial centre of some significance and was a connecting node
for access to the Gippsland Lakes and Lakes Entrance was a major tourist
centre in its own right. Since it quickly became apparent that a site for the
type of motel I wanted to build would be hard to find in Lakes Entrance I
focussed my attention on Bairnsdale.

When I came to explore Bairnsdale I was told to go and see Archie
MacArthur, a public-spirited local patriarch. He helped me find a site,
introduced me to a foreman who could supervise the building and later
put a small amount of money into the motel. Some years later as I was
driving along the Princes Highway and passed his former house I thought
again about the help he had given me. At that moment it was not so much
his specific help that impressed itself upon me but rather the way that it
had been given. I was twenty five years old when I first came to see him. I
came with an English accent and thus evidently without much knowledge
of Australia. I had an outlandish idea and I had no experience whatsoever
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Mitchell Valley Motel, view from boundary fence Photographer John Jansson, Mockridge, Stahle and
Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

that fitted me for the task in front of me. He never once, even after he had
become a small shareholder, seriously questioned what I was doing nor the
decisions I made or wanted to make. He was just there when I needed help.
He did something else. He made it perfectly clear that he wanted his pound
of flesh, that his investment was not a loan nor a gift. In this way he put me
on notice and, more importantly for our relationship, he never gave me the
feeling of being patronised. I wrote to him to thank him once more and to
say how much in hindsight I realised that he had done for me. He replied
immediately inviting me to join him in another local venture but by this
time my interests had changed.

My formal education had left me marvelously ill equipped for any
practical tasks such as building a motel or running a business. I fortunately
found a talented, helpful and tolerant architect, John Mockridge, a decent
foreman and a fine crew of tradesmen. The architect and the foreman
rarely agreed about anything - although they were very pleasant about
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their disagreements — and since the architect was
in Melbourne and the building and the foreman / \
!

in Bairnsdale there was plenty of room for creative
tension.
7

Apart from running back and forwards

A
g

from Melbourne to Bairnsdale in the pull of these
competing gravities, I employed myself with

the orders, and only slightly more productively

worked as a labourer helping to make the concrete Portrait shot John Mockridge,
Photographer unknown,

blocks - to save money we made all the blocks for  Mockridge, Stahle and

Mitchell archive, courtesy
Alison Alexander.

the motel walls by hand on the site. The day after
we finished the last block a telegram arrived from
the structural engineer, John Daley, demanding that we destroy the blocks
and start again. After some impassioned exchanges he finally agreed that
we were not rebuilding the ramparts of Troy and that for simple motel
walls the blocks would suffice. I also had a frosty relationship with the
mechanical engineer, Cyril Jewell, who, until formally challenged, refused
to discuss his heating and hot water specification with me (presumably
because he saw himself as the seasoned expert and his twenty five year old
client as an upstart ignoramus). These encounters left me with a rather
jaundiced attitude to engineers. Engineers and cats. Local cats used to
saunter across to the site in the evening and perch on the freshly turned
out concrete blocks before they had properly set.

What was in my mind when first thinking about this motel and
briefing the architect? Instinct played a large part. When asked this
question at the time I can remember replying that I did what was intuitive
to do and that if I had tried to do anything else I would have made a mess of
it. I didn't set out to build a motel aimed at well-heeled clients. I rather set
out to build a motel as economically as possible that met my own instincts

about taste, design and service. As to specifics, after reading the American
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Mitchell Valley Motel, entry to the motel (only available shot), Photographer George Rose,
The Rose series P.14249, SLV.

books about motels I had formed clear views about the siting of buildings
and layout of rooms. I showed this material to John Mockridge; it largely
formed his brief.

I called the motel the Mitchell Valley Motel since it was close to the
Mitchell river flowing through Bairnsdale and had a nice sound to it. The
motel when first completed had 14 double rooms and 8 single rooms and
a building containing the reception area, the kitchen and the managers’
flat. Two years after opening I added another 8 single rooms. I also added a
breakfast and tea room with a fireplace. There was no dining room since we
did not attempt to provide evening meals. The disposition of the buildings
across the site is shown on the site plan.

As to my own journey, I learnt several important things from
the Mitchell Valley Motel: that building was surprisingly enjoyable, that
modernist architecture was surprisingly logical and attractive and that you

10
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Mitchell Valley Motel single unit block & covered way, Photographer John Jansson c1959,
Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

can be lucky. Just how lucky I only learnt to my cost some time later.

The architect Robin Boyd visited the Bairnsdale motel and evidently
liked what he saw. He then contacted me and together we explored some
emerging opportunities, especially sites being made available for motels
in Canberra. I enlisted my elder brother as a co-applicant in one such
opportunity but in a highly qualified way. Amongst the manuscripts held by
the State Library of Victoria there is a Memorandum to the Department of
the Interior dated 8" September 1959 written by Robin Boyd in support of
this application.® It draws particular attention to the quality of the Mitchell
Valley Motel describing it ‘as one of the best motels in the country’ and
noting that the standards of design and service for the proposed Canberra
motel would be maintained and raised. The Memorandum does, however,
point out a rather important flaw in the application. It was that we didn’t at
the time have the capital to build the proposed Canberra motel.

11
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Black Dolphin Motel, view of row of lower units. Photograph ¢c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011-55/2063.



The Black Dolphin

Motel

IN 1959, I WAS contacted by a newly formed
motel chain with an offer to buy the Bairnsdale
motel. About the same time I was approached
by three Melbourne businessmen, Alan
Buchanan, Ken Stonier and Basil Hart, who
regularly stayed at the motel on their way to
Merimbula on the South Coast of New South
Wales where one or more of them had houses.
Alan, Ken and Basil had an option over a large
and attractive site which ran between the inlet
and the surf beach at the southern entrance
to Merimbula. Merimbula was a township of

particular interest to me. I had thought it the

Portrait Robin Boyd, May 1962.
Photographer Athol Shmith.
Robin Boyd Foundation collection,
courtesy Australian Broadcasting
Commission.

most attractive coastal town that my Canadian friend and I had visited

on our round Australia trip; I had even had a preliminary look around

Merimbula for a possible motel site. So I was well primed to listen to any

proposal. The proposal, which was that I should become the managing

director of and a significant shareholder in a company to build and run

the motel, was attractive for another reason. The first motel had been built

on a shoestring with constant struggles to find the money. I had lived the

most frugal life imaginable while it was being built. It was attractive to me

to go into a venture with older and seemingly well-off people so that this

13
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financial burden could be shared with others.

Alan Buchanan was the chairman of the board. He had first
conceived of the motel and found the site. He wanted the motel to be of
high quality, an important consideration for me in accepting his invitation
to become the managing director. He recognized that a good restaurant in
the motel was an essential facility since there were few reasonable eating
places in the township.

Alan was generous and supportive to work with. Since he knew the
Bairnsdale motel well, he trusted the way I would approach the planning of
the Merimbula one. He remained chairman of the board during the whole
period that we were both associated with the motel. Later, Arthur Kaine, a
local saw miller also became a shareholder and a de facto board member.
His was a most valuable addition; he was a man of many parts who gave
unstintedly of his time and expertise in the early difficult years.

Having got to know the quality of Robin Boyd’s work from my
previous contacts with him, I recommended that he should be invited to
be the architect for the motel. This was agreed. The brief I gave Robin was
significantly based on features of the Mitchell Valley Motel (such as the
approach to site planning and room layouts) that I believed to be important
to draw upon in this new context. For the Merimbula motel there were also
additional elements needed, notably the restaurant and a full kitchen to
support it. One of the most important parts of the brief was the approach
to the situation and site of the motel. There was full agreement between
us without much being said that the principal opportunity was to design
a building that was an original and authentic response to an Australian
environment. The Mahogany Gums (Eucalyptus botryoides), endemic to
this coastal strip and widely distributed over the site, particularly offered
scope to do this.

I was determined that the motel should have a memorable

name. The Mitchell Valley Motel was a nice name but unfortunately few
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people could ever remember it. Letters would arrive addressed to motels
associated with the Murray Valley, the Latrobe Valley and sometimes river
valleys even further afield. Thus the Black Dolphin was chosen after one of
those interminable naming discussions. After the name of Black Dolphin
Motel had been put forward,” I recall that another of my older fellow
directors suggested that it should be called the Gay Dolphin instead; he
was somewhat taken aback when I told him what that would imply.

Some of the anticipated benefits of the partnership arrangements
turned out to be an illusion. I was to find that, whatever the strains of
working on my own, there were as many working with others. If there had
been no problems with the motel the difficulties might have been more
quickly resolved. But there were indeed problems. The first was of my
making. I had accepted the offer to become the managing director of the
Merimbula motel on the understanding that I wished to go to Japan, Hong
Kong and possibly China for some four to five months while the motel
was being built; this was a trip already planned. I undertook to choose
the architect, oversee the designs, help with the negotiating the building
contract, choose all the furnishings, fabrics, glassware, crockery and
cutlery and appoint the managers for the motel before I left. While I was
away, the chairman and secretary, working with the architect, concentrated
on any issues with Jack Pike, the builder, and the arrangement of a loan
with a large financial institution. I left behind an able personal assistant
Anthea Stavely. I also maintained contact with Robin Boyd as architect for
the project while I was away through the medium of the Australian Trade
Commission office in Hong Kong.® This seemed sufficient but turned out
not to be so, given the nature of the other problems.

The second problem was that there was a flaw in the title. We knew
about it but had been told by the solicitor on our board that the flaw posed
little risk. What this advice failed to tell us was that a flaw in the title was
likely to be looked upon by a potential lender in a quite different way. The

15
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Black Dolphin Motel upper level buildings, Photographer Robin Boyd, c1961,
Robin Boyd Foundation collection, courtesy Robin Boyd Foundation collection.

third problem was that Australia experienced a credit squeeze in the latter
part of 1960. Whether due to the flaw or the credit squeeze or more likely
both, the institution that had agreed to provide a substantial loan for the
project backed out.

Money had to be found from somewhere to replace the planned
borrowings. One of the shareholders put in a large part of the money. I
also had to find additional money to match this shareholder’s contribution.
While everyone was preoccupied with solving these problems little
attention was paid to the running of the motel. When I arrived back in
February 1961, the motel had just had what should have been its most
profitable month and had managed to make a loss.

The problem with the flaw in the title bedevilled the motel all the
time that I and the original shareholders and directors were associated

16
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Black Dolphin Motel covered ways & main building, Photographer Robin Boyd, c1961,
Robin Boyd Foundation collection, courtesy Robin Boyd Foundation collection.

with the motel. Because of it, vital site works remained unfinished after
the motel opened. Subsequently whenever anything was needed to make
the motel function more effectively whether it was an extension to the
restaurant area or the building of extra units or the building of a small
swimming pool, the decision had to take into account that the work could
only be undertaken with the injection of more money from individual
shareholders. Indeed the decision that was taken in 1965 to sell the motel
to Ansett Hotels was driven by the constraints of this problem. That Ansett
Hotels was able to clear the title within a few months suggests that we were
getting poor advice; if they could do it why not us.

These problems combined with my overconfidence in going off to
Japan and Hong Kong while the motel was being built completed another
part of my worldly education since the Black Dolphin was teetering on the

17
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edge of bankruptcy when I returned to Australia. I took over the running of the
motel and over the next years worked harder than I have ever worked in my life
to bring it back to profitability. Running a motel with a restaurant is a full time
business, every day all day especially when it has to be done with minimal staft
in a near bankruptcy situation. At the end of the two years I was more exhausted
than I had ever been before or ever been since. Painful though these experiences
were at the time I am nevertheless grateful for them.

When the first stage of the Black Dolphin was completed it consisted of
a main two storey building which housed, on the ground floor, a reception area,
a managers’ flat and initially a laundry, and, on the upper floor, the restaurant
and kitchen. There were seventeen double rooms, four smaller rooms and two
self-contained units close to the inlet. When the motel was finally securely on its
feet we added another five double rooms. There was little call for single rooms.
We also extended the main building, moved the reception area upstairs and
expanded the restaurant space into a bar and sitting area which had a fireplace
as a winter attraction. This allowed the managers’ flat to be extended downstairs.

Despite the heavy financial cloud hanging over the motel in the first year
and a half, there were some wonderfully lighthearted moments. Getting staft
for the motel in a very small community was always a problem; Merimbula was
not much more than a small coastal village at the time. I hired a young Japanese
woman. She was delightful and worked hard and effectively - when she was
there. The problem was that she was not always there when she was supposed
to be. All too regularly she would arrive late for the delivery of the breakfasts,
always a very busy time. I knew, however, that I had no more than a minute to
be really cross with her. She would always arrive with a present. ‘Here is a cake I
baked specially for you” she would say with a beatific smile paying no attention
whatsoever to my fury. It was always obvious that she had stopped at the bakery
to buy something as she drove past. The explanations for her tardiness were
equally outrageous. But she had such a way of making me feel complicit in her

deceits that after a while I would end up laughing.

18
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Black Dolphin Motel, perspective, drawn by Peter Little 1960. Designed by Robin Boyd (Grounds
Romberg and Boyd). Robin Boyd Foundation collection, Courtesy Robin Boyd Foundation.

In that year there was not money to employ a properly trained chef
so I had to use whatever local talent was available. I found a young man
who had been trained as a baker in the navy to come and work in the
kitchen. I had the notion that with him on staff it would be a great idea to
make croissants and brioches for the motel guests. The problem was that he
had never heard of them - they were not common fare at the time even in
Melbourne or Sydney. There were no references to them in his naval baking
manuals; the navy clearly had no truck with such Frankish fripperies. They
had probably been banned as seditious by Nelson during the Napoleonic
wars and the ban had stayed in place ever since. For my part having grown

19
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e

Black Dolphin Motel site plan — initial development and possible extensions, Romberg and Boyd
collection, SLV MS 13363, Box 53.

up in Europe I had eaten croissants and brioches on many occasions, knew
what they should look and taste like but had no idea how to make them.
So together we set out on this extraordinary enterprise. I should have kept
all the different objects that emerged from the oven and donated them to a
museum. The process was comparable to the story of evolution. With each
try he got closer and closer. He eventually produced genuine croissants and
brioches; it was a triumphal moment. It must have been all too much for he
left shortly afterwards.

Later during the time that I was associated with the Black Dolphin
I came up to Merimbula during the winter to relieve the manager and his
wife who were on holiday. By this time the motel was running profitably

and could afford professional managers and a talented Austrian chef. There
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were not many people staying in the place but among those who were there
were several who were well known. After dinner about eight or so were
sitting around the fire. I came up to them and, as I did, I heard one, I later
learnt to be a professor at The University of Melbourne, say to the others.
“This motel reminds me of a motel in Bairnsdale that I have stayed at several
times. It was owned by a man called David Yencken who I know well” He
then turned to me and asked me: ‘Do you know him?’ “Well, yes, I do. I
replied after a moment ‘T know him very well indeed’ I have sometimes
asked myself whether what I said was really true. At the time to save him
embarrassment I took the professor aside and told him who I was; he had
clearly got me mixed up with someone else.

In building the two motels I had a great deal to learn about building,
architecture, landscape architecture and other aspects of design. Once
the buildings were completed, there was another set of skills to be learnt,
those related to running the motels. I started by taking a correspondence
course in basic accounting and then, as needed, sought to develop other
skills. Before handing over the running of the motels to capable managers,
there was also much to learn about people and their wishes, attitudes and
behaviour. It was an enlightening experience.
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Detail of Black Dolphin Motel main building. Photograph ¢1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011-55/2055.
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IT WAS SUCH an extraordinary relief to complete the building of the
Mitchell Valley Motel within my available budget that I never had any
serious fears that it would fail to attract sufficient guests to make it work.
This was indeed the case. There was thus no need to set out on a major
promotional campaign. There was no serious competition from hotels so
it didn’t take long for enough regular commercial visitors to shift their
allegiances to the motel to keep it reasonably occupied right through
the year. In the summer months, Bairnsdale’s location on the edge of the
Gippsland Lakes and holiday traffic along the Princes Highway kept it full.
The situation with the Black Dolphin when I came back from Hong
Kong and took over the running of the place was very different. The motel
didn’t have enough guests, the motel didn’t appeal to many of the people
who did initially come and many other influential people didn't like it.
The first thing I had to do was to bring about a change in the
attitudes of those who did come. One way was to try to make their stay as
comfortable as possible but this was evidently not enough. I drafted a short
piece, checked it with Robin and pinned it up on the back of every door.
The piece described what the design was attempting to do: its relationship
to its bush site, the easy spread of the buildings, the choice of the materials
and the layout of the rooms. I said something about Robin Boyd and I
mentioned that the motel had been rated as one of the ten best buildings
of any kind designed and built anywhere in Australia in 1960-1961.° The
effect was remarkable; it caused people to think carefully about their
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Black Dolphin Motel

You will have noticed that the Black Dolphin Motel has some unusual
characteristics that distinguish it from other motels and possibly from
most other buildings you may have seen. This is not by accident. We have
planned the motel in all its aspects to be responsive to the qualities of its
natural setting. Wherever possible the existing mahogany gums (Eucalyptus
botryoides), endemic to the coastal strip on which the motel stands, have
been retained. Where other landscape treatment has been needed it has
been exclusively carried out with native species.

The architectural design has perfectly matched this approach.
Externally, you will note the comfortable spread of the buildings across the
site, the containment of existing trees in small courtyards, the use of a local
red brick, the peeled tree trunks for all the walkways and colonnades, and
the weathered stains on all the timbers. Internally, all rooms are designed
to look out onto the landscape and inlet and all the furnishings and fittings
have been chosen for their design quality, comfort and attractiveness. The
dining room has been widely praised for its warmth and character, achieved
by its use of timber beams and panels and by its balcony spaces and their
elevated views.

The Black Dolphin has received distinguished design recognition.

It was listed by Art and Architecture as one of the ten best buildings of any
kind built anywhere in Australia in 1960/1961. This was an especially fine
tribute to Robin Boyd of Romberg and Boyd, the architect for the project.
It was also an acknowledgement of the thinking associated with the overall
planning of the motel.

Guests have frequently commented that, however unusual they
may have thought the buildings and their landscape setting at first sight,
the longer they have spent time in the motel the more they have found it
comfortable and satisfying.

We much hope that you will feel the same.

Notice pasted on the back of Black Dolphin unit doors.1961.
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previous judgements. Several said to me words of the kind: “‘When we first
arrived we didn't like the place but now that we have been here for a few
days we find the setting and the design increasingly relaxing’

The next task was to attract more people. I prepared promotional
material about the motel and took it on a whirlwind trip to tourist agencies
in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney. I can remember returning to the motel
late in the evening. It was pouring with rain. There was not a single car in
the car park and there were no guests staying at the motel. It sent a cold
chill through me. On the recommendation of several friends, I asked John
Handfield, who had a small but well known public relations and advertising
business, to prepare some advertisements for the motel and to suggest their
placement. I also said to him that there was a larger issue: how to get more
people to use the Princes Highway rather than the Hume Highway. He set
about a campaign to promote the highway collecting contributions from
businesses that might benefit from greater use of it. He did this with energy
and purpose and would have been able to achieve much more if there had
been greater support for the campaign. I in turn set about trying to get
more political support for improvements to the highway. We held a protest
meeting in Merimbula attended by three local members of parliament.
Jack Beale, who was later to become a minister in the NSW government
and responsible for some forward-looking environmental legislation, was
one of them.

The advertisements for the motel were, however, a disaster. Their
flavour was the romantic charm of prawning in the moonlight - suitable
perhaps for tropical resorts but not for the Black Dolphin. They attracted
no more than a handful of people. Worse, the few people who did come
arrived with the wrong expectations and were as a consequence bitterly
disappointed. I mulled this over and decided that something different was
needed. At that time a small magazine called Nation had just come into

being.'* It was devoted to politics, ideas and the arts. Advertising space
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at the

Black
Dolphin
YOoU WILL NOT FIND
Palm trees
Pretentious menus
A war of primary colours
Second-rate imported wines
The latest American
gimmicks

WE ARE MOT LIKE
OTHER MOTELS

e Black
| Dolphln MERIMBULA

*Even cor aechinees, M. Robi Foud, avsires ur phat we @fe med Jealirdids

Black Dolphin Motel advertisement Nation 28.7.1962.

in it was also cheap. I wrote some copy and sent the first two proposed
advertisements to Robin to see what he thought. He liked them and said
“Yes, you should definitely go ahead” Over the next two years or so I
placed some six advertisements in Nation and then, as these began to have
an impact, to widen the audience, another series over the following two
years in The Bulletin. Rose, my then wife, wrote two or three of the best of
them. Whenever an opportunity was presented to place advertisements at
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at the

Black
Dolphin

A natural bush setting
with a lake and ocean frontage
A building listed amongst the ten best
(of any kind) in Australia’in 1961
An airport exactly 5" above sea level
Good food prepared with love and care
A few outstanding Australian wines
Even a copy of Nation
now and then®

e Black
Dolphln MERIMBULA

"Hav not the Pavtises Review or the New Left or Dovdalar or just awyrking

Black Dolphin Motel advertisement Nation 25.8.1962.

minimum cost in other magazines I wrote similar copy. The examples that

folllow illustrate their flavour.

Graeme Davison in his book Car Wars: How the car won our hearts
and conquered our cities devotes a short section to motels and two pages
to the Mitchell Valley and the Black Dolphin motels. He observes that the
Black Dolphin advertisements ‘cleverly appealed to an intelligentsia newly
awakened, largely thanks to Boyd, to the aesthetic sins of Austerica. But he
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continues ‘the advertisements highlight a division between Yencken and
Boyd’s commercial and educative purposes. They had sought to elevate
the general standard of architectural taste but they had concluded by
reinforcing a division between elite and popular standards.'' When basic
survival is at stake it is hard to think in these terms, but, that apart, it is an
interesting observation that has caused me to reflect on the diffusion of
artistic and design ideas.

Although I have long left the motel industry and there are possibly
now several fine examples, I can’t recall seeing a country motel that
matched the architectural quality of the Black Dolphin and the Mitchell
Valley Motel. I think that it is also likely that many motels, certainly the
smaller ones, have lapsed back into the type of Americana most despised
by Boyd. The Black Dolphin itself, as it has passed from hand to hand in
the forty-five years or so since it was sold, has gone through transformation
after transformation. It is hardly recognisable as the same building that
was originally built. A similar fate befell the Mitchell Valley Motel until
it was pulled down and the site redeveloped. It is likely that successive
owners have seen the necessity to make these changes because they were
unconvinced about the initial design or couldn’t conceive that it might
maintain a powerful and attractive image over an extended period. As my
later involvement with Merchant Builders and housing designs further
illustrated, to make a commercial success of innovative design there has
to be complete conviction and commitment; the enterprise has to be seen
through consistently in every detail by all involved.

Davison is therefore right to infer that the Black Dolphin seems to
have had little influence on the popular design of other motels. There are,
however, some important qualifications that need to be made. Over the
years since the Black Dolphin was built other changes have taken place.
When motels first appeared in Australia they did not just offer convenience

for the motorist; they offered greatly superior country accommodation.
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Their success, however, prompted a revival in more traditional small hotels
and in new structures that combine elements of both forms. So today the
position has been reversed and the best country accommodation is now
more likely to be found in these renovated and expanded older hotels or in
new hotels with some motel features rather than in motels per se.

It is also incorrect to say that the two motels did not influence
attitudes to Australian architecture. They were public buildings through
which very many people passed. I have already described some of the
changes in responses of guests as they spent time in the Black Dolphin
and became immersed in the atmosphere created by its design. Both
motels became well known. The Black Dolphin in particular achieved
considerable fame. Writing in 1986 of the reactions of Boyd’s architectural
peers, the architectural historian Jennifer Taylor observed that the Black
Dolphin had ‘considerable influence in Sydney as well as in Melbourne’'?
Images of the motel were used in government overseas trade promotions.
One year I was asked by Kraft, some of whose products we were using, to
take part in a series of advertisements. There were two others who were
also invited to participate, one was the managing director of a large hotel
chain and the other the Matron of the Royal Melbourne Hospital, not
insignificant company for the representative of a relatively small individual
motel. We were all given freedom to write our own copy and equal space.
These examples suggest that the motel in time made a real impact and not
just with an elite intelligentsia. Even if it had only been an elite group at
the beginning that is not inconsistent with the way in which new ideas
are disseminated; innovation often requires adoption and promotion by an
elite before it is brought into common currency.

One further example is of some interest. When it became clear that
the Black Dolphin was likely to be sold, I decided that I would look for
land along the south coast of New South Wales. I had learnt to fly so with
a Lands Department map on my lap flew up and down the coast from
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:-,rou':-rc already rvead the
comics mn another paper at
another time

If in every sense summer's half
a year or half-a world away
and even then it's raining in
Manchester

If you would just like

a rest

If you would like to sit in the
sun and read- and read*

and drink wine and sleep

If you would like everything
cheaper and still enjoy extra

attention and special cooking
you couldn't have in January

If you are looking for warmth
and comfort by the sea, good
food, oysters from oyster beds
that surround you, bream and
snapper fresh from the sea,
active days, bibulous nights,
sleep walking, day dreaming,
or any other kind of

delphic fantasy

M The
“Black Dolphin
Merimbula

“We are, you see. beyond
Mr. Rylah's jurisdiction.

Black Dolphin advertisement, If, The Bulletin, 27.6.1964.
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Merimbula airport looking for freehold land. I found a beautiful 75 acre
site on an inlet with a frontage to a surf beach and by great good fortune
was able to buy it. I asked the architect Graeme Gunn to design a house
since by this time I was working closely with him on a new project.

The design used many of the same materials as the Black Dolphin
- hardwood tree trunks, the local red brick, treated sawn timbers — but in
many ways it went much further than the Black Dolphin. The house, built
in 1968 and now on the NSW State Heritage list, uses tree trunk poles
for all its horizontal and upright supports. Although the basic grid is very
simple it is given great richness and complexity by changes in level, varied
roof lines, large open spaces and many cantilevers. Nearly all the people
who have had any association with it have liked this house: the builders
genuinely liked it; local people seem to like it; friends who have visited it
and people who have stayed in it have always loved it. Why this difference
in attitude to the initial responses to the Black Dolphin? Perhaps people
respond to its setting. Perhaps people feel one thing about a house and
expect something different from a public building. But however much
these explanations may have contributed to the differences in attitude, I
think the influence of the Black Dolphin as precursor and pathfinder was
critical. Without the Black Dolphin I don’t think that Graeme would have
felt the freedom nor had the stimulus to design such a house nor would
there have been the same response to it.

The Mitchell Valley Motel, the Black Dolphin and the house at
Nelson Inlet were therefore examples of the way designers as much as other
artists respond to the work of their path-breaking predecessors. They were
also examples of the way elite and then popular attitudes to design develop
and change.
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Black Dolphin Motel dining room deck night time. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011.55/2051.




The architects and
the architecture

THERE WERE SIMILARITIES and significant differences between the
two motels. The professor who knew me so well was not wrong to have
recognised the similarities. The internal layout of the rooms was similar.
Those American books on motels, however wrong they may have been
about siting, had excellent material on room layouts. There was no question
in my mind that the main windows of a motel room should always face
away from the car park to look out over the garden or view and the bath
or shower room should act as a buffer between the car park and the main
sleeping and living area. It has always amazed me that so few motels
arrange their rooms in this way. Even when space is very restricted, the
Japanese have shown how tiny courtyards can be made quite delightful.
The second similarity was in the overall spread of the buildings. In each
motel the architects had sought to dispose building over the site in a
natural and harmonious manner. A third similarity was in the simple clean
forms and overall architectural approach. Both motels were distinctive of a
modernist aesthetic in vogue among younger architects but not at the time

given expression in many buildings.

Pioneers of modernist architecture in Victoria

Early pioneers of modernist architecture in Melbourne were Harold
Desbrowe-Annear, Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony. They were
followed in the 1930s by firms such as Mewton and Grounds, Frederick

Romberg and Yuncken Freeman Bros. In the 1940s a cohort of young
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architects, some with wartime experience and some newly graduated, were
searching for opportunities to use the new idiom. Initially, they mostly
found these opportunities in domestic housing.

This post-war period in Melbourne was a time of great intellectual
ferment and change. The RVIA Small Home Service was established and
a new spirit of challenge and debate was engendered by the appearance of
regular architectural commentaries and criticism in the major broadsheet
newspapers. A new chair of architecture at The University of Melbourne
was sponsored by The Age and the appointment of Brian Lewis to the chair
shifted the focus of the architecture school to modernist architecture. There
was a sense of common spirit between architecture, other forms of design
and the visual arts. A final decisive influence was the winning bid for the
1956 Olympic Games, announced in 1949.

It was from these various influences that Melbourne architecture in
the 1950s experienced a great flowering. There was bold experimentation
in house design and some spectacular Olympic buildings. There were also
some very unfortunate modernist over-reactions such as the removal of
historic iron verandahs. The public outcry that followed was one of the
influences leading to the formation of the National Trust of Victoria in
1956 (and indeed National Trust bodies around Australia). These were also
landmark events - as it turned out, of significant influence on my later
career.

Both John Mockridge and Robin Boyd, the designers of the two
motels, were prominent practitioners in these decades. John’s work was a
bridge between the architecture of Mewton and Grounds and Frederick
Romberg and their peers in the thirties and that of the new generation of
experimental architects. He was also the largely unrecognized forerunner
of a new approach to urban design now widely accepted world wide; he
showed how uncompromising modernist architecture might be fitted
seamlessly into an historic urban fabric.

Robin was the voice of his generation, eloquent, passionate
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and insistent. He was also one of the most prominent young architects
experimenting with new materials and techniques. He later designed a
remarkable house for Grant and Mary Featherston with a translucent roof.
The Featherstons had endless problems with the roof but such was their
commitment to the design that they didn't give up. Only recently, decades
later, has the problem been resolved; sadly neither Robin nor Grant were
still alive to celebrate the moment. Mary Featherston observed that the
design was simply waiting for the technology to catch up. Not all clients
have been so accommodating. Some of the experimenters retired from the
fray bruised from court cases over untried materials and techniques. There
was a comparable problem at the Black Dolphin. A new form of bituminous
roofing was specified. The manufacturers offered a long guarantee but
guarantees have little value when the guarantors go into liquidation as
happened with us.

John Mockridge and the Mitchell Valley Motel

On the recommendation of an acquaintance, I approached John Mockridge
from the firm of Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell while I was still toying
with the possibility of building on the Warrnambool site and then after
the sale of that land and my purchase of the Bairnsdale site I asked him to
design the Mitchell Valley Motel. I had also talked to another architect but
quickly realised that John had superior design credentials.

John Mockridge was born in 1916. He was a brilliant student at the
Gordon Institute and the University of Melbourne. After World War II he
worked for the Commonwealth Department of Works and then Buchan,
Laird and Buchan before joining with Ross Stahle and George Mitchell
in 1948 to form Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell. John was the principal
designer in the firm. By the time I met him he had designed many houses,
several school buildings, a church and some small offices. The buildings

that John showed me were the church in East Ivanhoe, the class room
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Mitchell Valley Motel, Beryl Mann landscape plan. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell
collection, SLV YLTAD 16/38/4.
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Mitchell Valley Motel unit block & pond. Photograph c1959, Mark Strizic 1928-2012, Copyright,
The Estate of the Artist. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

block on the Melbourne Grammar campus and a boathouse for Melbourne
Grammar School on the banks of the Yarra. The class room block especially
impressed me because it was a clever blending of contemporary architecture
with the existing buildings on the site. In scale, form, materials and colour
this building and the others that followed have managed to achieve an
effective relationship to the old blue stone buildings of the school - no easy
task. The boat house he had just completed for Melbourne Grammar had
also received a deal of attention. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell were later
to design many other important buildings, especially school and university
buildings, churches and civic buildings such as the Camberwell Centre.
Philip Goad, well known architectural historian, has told me that he
considers John Mockridge to have been a pre-eminent architect of the 1940s
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PLAN - TYPICAL SMGLE UMNIT

PLAM - TYPICAL DOURLE UMIT

Mitchell Valley Motel, double and single room plan layouts. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell collection,
SLV YLTAD 16/38/2.

and one of the outstanding designers of the 1950s, as good as Robin Boyd.
He has also observed that the work of Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell has
been significantly under-researched. John was a gentle and retiring man
and his character was reflected in the attempts he made to fit buildings into
their environment and to make connections between old and new. This
was unusual among the young turks of his time many of whom were out to
experiment with and promote modernist architecture and didn’t want any

compromises. Another distinctive characteristic of Mockridge, Stahle and
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Mitchell Valley Motel, night time reception/café area. Photograph ¢1959, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell collection, SLV, H2013-188/8.

Mitchell’s office was that the practice had on staft Beryl Mann, a capable
landscape architect. This was most unusual. Goad points out that even a
very large office such as Bates, Smart and McCutcheon had no in-house
landscape architect at the time."?

John told Goad and Athena Rozenberg, who interviewed him for
an architectural thesis, that he had been most influenced by William W.
Waurster, a West Coast American Bay Region architect, Richard Neutra, Carl
Koch, and the geometry and refinement of Marcel Breuer and Mies van der
Rohe. He said that he liked to keep up to date with the best contemporary
work but did not blindly follow the avant-garde seeking rather to extract
the spirit of their style. His design philosophy was that a building should
fit into its environment but still have an identity of its own. This identity
should not, however, be overpowering and detract from the building’s
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Mitchell Valley Motel, double room interior looking out. Photograph ¢1959, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

function. Great emphasis should always be placed on the function of the
building because architecture should be in the service of its users."*

The Mitchell Valley Motel was built on a flat but attractive site that
had been cleared for grazing. At the time the motel was built, open fields
stretched away in front of it leading across to a line of trees following the
course of the Mitchell River and carrying the eye-line out to the foot-hills
of the Alps in the background. The buildings were spread across the site in
a comfortable and pleasing way.

The materials followed a simple pattern. Party walls of motel rooms
need to be soundproof, or at least as soundproof as it is possible to make
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Mitchell Valley Motel, double room interior night time. Photograph ¢1959, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

them. Hence the importance of the concrete blocks that we laboured so
hard to make. There was not quite the same imperative for the external
walls so vertical timber cladding was chosen for the walls facing the
carpark and window walls used for the walls facing the garden and view.
This is the reverse of the way brick veneer houses are built. John Mockridge
had visited Sweden and had been impressed with a red preservative stain
used on traditional farm house buildings. He had used a heavily pigmented
red timber stain on the boathouse building for Melbourne Grammar and
proposed it again for the external timber walls of the motel. The red when it

was applied came out very strong and bright, probably stronger than John
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Mitchell Valley Motel, rear of double units. Photograph ¢1959, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. Mockridge, Stahle and Mitchell archive, courtesy Alison Alexander.

had intended, but it nevertheless looked fresh and good. Subsequently I
visited Sweden myself and went to see the farm buildings that had been
the inspiration for the use of the red paint stain. They were a quite different
colour - more subdued and faded - from that used on both the boathouse
and the motel. A white corrugated sheet was chosen for the roof. There was
therefore no attempt to make an environmental statement that drew upon
the pristine characteristics of the land. This was understandable given the
nature of the site. It was probably a good design decision for me too in this
my first venture because the architecture, although distinctively different
from most of that around at the time, did not make excessive demands on

potential guests.
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The interior block walls of the motel units were all bagged and
painted and the under side of the Stramit ceiling was also painted. In Art
and Architecture’s words this

‘provided a contrast of natural materials (which) together with
the strong colours of the fabrics created an atmosphere of comfort and
interest."> Most of the room furniture, beds, tables and chairs came from
Andersons furniture store since at about this time Bruce Anderson had
introduced a section in the store devoted to modernist design. He had
few competitors. It was easier to find attractive, colourful textiles for bed
coverings and curtains. The photographs give a good sense of the external
treatment of the buildings and the character and feel of the rooms. They
illustrate the simplicity and elegance of the design.

Beryl Mann produced an attractive landscape design for the site
using exotic plants. Although it would not be my preference today, it was
not at all inappropriate for the site and the architecture of the buildings.
The signs and such things as key tags were designed by Mockridge, Stahle
and Mitchell’s office.

To the reviewer writing for Architecture and Arts in October 1959
the overall impression was one of lack of ostentation, quality of design and
meticulous attention to detailing — very different from other motels being
built at the time. The reviewer also commented on the motel’s quiet and
formal landscaping, noting that this was ‘probably the first motel which set
out to provide a pleasant garden setting involving the planting of two to
three hundred shrubs and trees and two acres of lawn’'®

John was an ideal choice of architect. Few architects are likely to
face the task of designing a commercial building, albeit a small one, for
a twenty five year old client who has no knowledge whatsoever of design
and building and who is setting out with inadequate resources to build
the buildings himself. John was amazingly tolerant and helpful. I am
profoundly grateful to him and wish that he was still alive to read these
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words. In the latter part of his life John became quite an institution for
younger architects; they were much attracted to his idiosyncracies, gentle
and friendly personality and wry commentaries on architects and their

architecture.

Robin Boyd and the Black Dolphin Motel

Robin Boyd was already a household name by the time I met him."” He
was born in 1919 so he was 38 years old at the time. Between 1954 and
1960 a year or so after I met him Robin had designed a total of 63 houses,
five in conjunction with Roy Grounds, of which 35 were built. I had seen
two of those houses. One was the first of two houses he designed for
the Richardson family; it was built in the form of a bridge over a stream
gulley. The second was a project house for Contemporary Homes Pty Ltd,
designed in 1955/1956. I had first hand knowledge of this house design
because my brother and sister-in-law owned one. He had also designed a
window wall with clean contemporary lines for Stegbar in 1952/1953. This
was a revolutionary piece of industrial design which transformed the cost
and availability of such sections. Both motels were able to use them; they
also contributed a core element to the project housing designs with which
I was later to engage.

The volume and quality of Robins writings even by 1959 were
nothing short of extraordinary. He had started two magazines, Smudges
and Lines while a student at The University of Melbourne. Between 1947
and 1956 he wrote at least one weekly article for the Age, the Herald or the
Australian. Between 1949 and 1952 he was associate editor of the national
Institute of Architects magazine, Architecture. In 1952, he and David
Saunders, when both working at the University of Melbourne, began
another broadsheet Cross-Section aimed at the architectural and building
professions. It described current building activity across Australia. By 1959

he had also published two books Victorian Modern and Australia’s Home
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Black Dolphin Motel units and main building. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011-55/2060.

and very soon after I began to work with him he published The Australian
Ugliness.

Robin contributed regularly to international architectural
magazines: Architectural Review, Architectural Record, Architectural Forum
and Progressive Architecture. In 1962, while I was still in regular working
contact with him, not long after the Black Dolphin was finished, he
published Kenzo Tange a commentary on the work of the Japanese architect.
This work, Goad argues, placed him in the realm of world commentators
of architecture.

Robin was a skilful writer with an effortless prose style, capable of

writing in many different veins: sharp and confronting as propagandist,
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Black Dolphin Motel, colonnade around courtyard. Photographer Robin Boyd c1961.
Robin Boyd Foundation collection, courtesy Robin Boyd Foundation.

witty and entertaining as social critic and perceptive and informed as
serious architectural critic. He was something altogether rare: a talented
designer, an architectural critic of international standing and a publicist,
social critic and passionate reformer. These multiple roles did impact on
each other. They especially affected his work as designer. The issue was
not his design skills as the Black Dolphin demonstrated; it was rather the
undivided focus needed to get and carry out large-scale work. His writings
also affected the way that he was perceived by potential clients. He accepted
architectural briefs, because so few were coming his way, some of which
he would have been better to have declined or only to have accepted on
much more stringent conditions because the larger ones sometimes led

to poor outcomes. Robin’s city planning ideas, seemingly borrowed rather
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uncritically from Le Corbusier, also appeared to have affected his judgement
about the sensitivity of the insertion of large buildings into precincts of
different character; Domain Towers overlooking the Melbourne Botanic
Gardens is an example.

At the time of his death, Robin felt deeply that he had not been given
the chance to prove himself fully as a designer of major buildings. In some
way we all want to be what we are not but I believe that he could indeed,
under other circumstances, have been the successful designer of great
buildings he craved to be. Could he, however, have been a great architect of
major buildings and a great architectural critic at one and the same time?
I am not so sure; it would have been an extraordinary accomplishment.
None of these reflections diminish Robin’s achievements. They were heroic.

I had a personal experience of some of the client perceptions about
Robin Boyd as architect close to the time of his death. Robin had designed
a house for a client in Glen Waverley. The site was a large one and over time
became valuable; the owner, having recently sold his business, decided that
he wanted to do something special on it. He was a great admirer of Robin
so went to him. Robin in turn came to me to ask if Merchant Builders, the
housing firm that I had by that time established with John Ridge, would
be involved. We began work on the project. About this time Robin had
designed a take-away fish-and-chips outlet, Neptune’s Fishbowl, in Toorak
Road, South Yarra. One day the client rang me up. He had, he said, been
talking to a friend. The friend had asked him how he could possibly work
with an architect who, after having written The Australian Ugliness, could
then design a structure such as the Fishbowl. The client said that he thought
we should look for another designer. I said that this was absurd. It was,
however, an illustration of the burden of expectation that Robin’s writings
placed upon him when he was practising as an architect.

Robin was quick to make decisions and very organized. He needed
to be. To do so many things simultaneously required great discipline. My
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Above: Black Dolphin Motel restaurant block with visitors on balcony. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic
1928-2012, Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2088.142/82. Below: Black Dolphin Motel,
dining room interior. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012, Copyright, The Estate of the Artist.
SLV H2011-55/2050.
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only quibble was that sometimes a decision was made a little too quickly
because he wanted the matter dealt with promptly. It would have been
better to have mulled over some problems a little longer and been stronger
in standing up for a better decision. But the instances of this kind at the
Black Dolphin were few and far between. The quality of the final design
illustrates this well. As a person, he had a reserve about him that wasn't
always easy to penetrate, especially for someone twelve years younger.
Nevertheless, I found him excellent to work with and he in turn was most
generous about our client-architect relationship.'®

The Black Dolphin site was on the edge of an inlet, although the
main part of the site was separated from the inlet by a main road that cut
across it. It also at the time extended back to a surf beach behind the motel
though the relationship with the beach was not immediately apparent. The
principal site planning problem was a proposed highway diversion across
the back of the site. This meant that access to the site and reception area
had to be planned to work from two opposite directions. As it turned out
the main road stayed where it was. The highway engineers found another
solution, too late, however, to help the design and construction of the
motel.

There had been some clearing on the site but native vegetation
remained. There were mahogany gums, endemic to the coastal strip, over
large parts of the site. The essence of the design was its response to the site
and the conscious attempt to design a building that related to an Australian
environment. At one point early in the design Robin looked at a group of
mahogany gums and saw the opportunity to retain the trees, contain them
in a small courtyard and, in his words, add a little geometry to the layout.
The buildings fitted easily onto the site, the colonnades for the walkways
and the uprights for the main two story reception and restaurant building
were peeled tree trunks, a local red brick was used and the stains sought

to achieve a naturally weathered timber look. All the rooms had extensive
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Black Dolphin Motel unit interior with guests. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-2012,
Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011-55/2048.

private gardens that effectively doubled the size of the rooms when good
weather allowed their use.

To Tony Lee, a current researcher of Robin Boyd’s work, the
approach that Robin took at the Black Dolphin came very naturally to
him. According to Lee:

My findings from looking at other projects and talking with other clients is
that Robin always prioritised views, did not ever undertake major excavations,
rather placing his buildings onto the existing landforms (a generation prior
to Glen Murcutt’s legendary ‘touch the ground lightly’ statement), always
planned his buildings to retain as many existing trees as possible, used natural/
local materials in an unadorned way and made sure that his buildings were full
of natural light."
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The view - all the motel rooms had views over the inlet - and the
mahogany gums and grassy sward gave such a strong character to the site
that it was possible to rely on them for much of the landscape treatment.
All additional planting was of native species. Gordon Ford did some work
on a landscape plan. Later a small pool was built that needed some further
landscape treatment. We used a graphic designer, Max Robinson, who was
recommended by Robin. Max’s logo for the Black Dolphin certainly had
strong graphic qualities but took significant liberties with the shape of a
dolphin. I remember Matcham Skipper, the Montsalvat jeweller, challenging
me about the logo. He showed me several graphic representations of
dolphins including medallions from ancient Greece. I discussed the logo
with Robin who did not seem concerned although he did contact George
Molnar the distinguished cartoonist of the Sydney Morning Herald who
said he would love to draw a dolphin if he could ever think of one suitable
but couldn’t at the time.?* Looking back, I think Matcham was right; we
should have scrapped the logo and started again. An outstanding choice as
photographer was that of Mark Strizic.

OnceagainIused Bruce Anderson as the main source of furnishings.
By this time he had developed much stronger contacts with Japan. He
showed me catalogues with illustrations of chairs and tables. There were
some that I thought would be perfect for the restaurant/dining room.
I asked him to import them for the motel. Marion Hall Best in Sydney,
famous for her introduction of Finnish Marimekko designs to Australia,
had heavy Indian cottons in bright colours that we used for bedspreads.
I also looked widely for distinctive well designed glassware, cutlery and
crockery. All selections were shown to Robin. He wrote several times to say
how pleased he was with them.*!

Earlier in this book, I have discussed some of the initial reactions
to the architecture of the Black Dolphin. They may have sounded negative
but were really a tribute to the originality of the design; it forced visitors
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¢ i -

Black Dolphin Motel, unit looking out to private courtyard with guests. Photograph c1961,
Mark Strizic 1928-2012, Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011-55/2069.

to think. I have also described the way that these initial negative attitudes
began to change as guests spent time in the place and began to see how
the buildings related to the site, and as the design began to achieve critical
acclaim. The Victorian Heritage Database listing of the Mitchell Valley
Motel when noting the influence of John Mockridge’s design on that of the
Black Dolphin Motel, also said of the Black Dolphin that it was ‘the most
significant motel building in Australia’ (my italics).? I think that more can
be said; the Black Dolphin came increasingly to be recognised as a highly

original and distinctive response to the native Australian environment.
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Robin was a principal of Grounds. Romberg and Boyd, all very
talented designers. The practice had all but disintegrated at the time he was
working on the Black Dolphin and would shortly thereafter be formally
terminated. One of the main causes was Roy Groundss commission
for the Victorian Arts Centre and the personal way in which he chose
to accept it. This caused great anger and tension in the firm. Grounds,
despite the strained relationship, was quick to praise the quality of the
Black Dolphin’s architecture when he visited the motel. He came onto the
site when I was there, sniffed the air, walked around, went upstairs, came
down, thumped the desk, asked for a telephone and dictated a telegram to
Robin: ‘Congratulations. The best thing you have ever done. The dining
room especially caught his attention. ‘One of the most beautiful rooms I
have ever seen, he said. It was indeed a beautiful room. Its exposed timber
beams gave the room strength of structure and warmth of atmosphere;
there was the spareness and simplicity of traditional Japanese architecture
in its overall treatment.

There were other memorable comments about the building. David
Saunders, then a senior lecturer at the architecture school at The University
of Melbourne and later Professor of Architecture at Adelaide University,
brought a group of architectural students to the motel. ‘Well he said after
the tour of inspection had finished, “‘What do you all think of the design?’
One young woman, after hesitating a moment, said: ‘T like the buildings but
I think the tree trunks are rather over-designed. David Saunders walked
up to one of the poles and wrapped his arms around it. ‘Dear God’ he said
looking to the skies ‘Please don’t do it again’

When it became clear that Ansett Hotels, the company that later
bought the Black Dolphin from us, was not going to employ Robin for its
intended extensions, I wrote to protest. I also wrote an opinion piece for
the Canberra Times that was not published. In that piece I described an
improbable night drive with Robin from Cooma to Merimbula, architect
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at the helm. When we reached Merimbula we walked onto the site in the
dark. Work had just begun. Robin trod in a batch of newly poured concrete.
I said in my opinion piece that I hoped in years to come that this footprint
would not be the only authentic mark of Robin Boyd’s involvement with
the Black Dolphin. Sadly that fear has turned out to be all too well justified.

Over fifty years later Kerstin Thompson, a prominent architect of
another generation, wrote a moving tribute to Robin Boyd and the Black
Dolphin Motel as it was when first built:

For a long time I thought that I had been conceived in a Robin Boyd building,
the Black Dolphin Motel to be specific,...Although my mother has since
confirmed that Merimbula was not the place,...in reflecting on Boyd’s Living
in Australia I have given deeper consideration to understanding the nature of
this affinity and have come to recognize that it is both viscerally personal and
rationally professional.....

I did at least stay there once as a very young child. Fifteen years later I
worked in the restaurant over summer. The architecture was a bonus that came
with the job....Described by Boyd as an ‘architectural tranquilliser’ between
Sydney and Melbourne, so the Black Dolphin was for me - a child of the ‘60s
who absorbed there some lessons in living — through feeling the spirit that

came from this combination of space, structure and surface.”
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Detail of Black Dolphin Motel guest courtyards from exterior. Photograph c1961, Mark Strizic 1928-
2012, Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011.55/2067.
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Postscript

THE DESIGN, ENVIRONMENTAL and other lessons learnt from the two
motels have shaped and influenced my entire career and enriched my life.
The lessons were first applied in a new housing venture, Merchant Builders,
with John Ridge »* as my partner and a string of very fine designers: Graeme
Gunn as principal architect, Ellis Stones as initial landscape architect,
Weatherhead and Stitt as graphic designers and Janne Faulkner as interior
designer working for us. The creation of Tract Consultants landscape
architects and urban and regional planners added another talented group
of people to this team.

I was next drawn into national natural and cultural heritage
programs as the inaugural chair of the Australian Heritage Commission
and then back to other aspects of planning, design and the environment
as the head of the Ministry of Planning and Environment in Victoria.
From there I moved to The University of Melbourne as a professor in the
Faculty of Achitecture, Building and Planning and head of the School
of Environmental Planning. Finally in retirement, I maintained and
further expanded these same interests as the president and later patron
of the Australian Conservation Foundation and the founding chair of the
Australian Collaboration, a small collective of leading national community
organisations,

The impetus for all these lifelong engagements came directly from
those early motel years. I am profoundly grateful for the experience.
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Black Dolphin Motel, view from the upper level covered way. Photograph c1961,
Mark Strizic 1928-2012, Copyright, The Estate of the Artist. SLV H2011.55/2065.
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