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Abstract
Australian cities were transformed in the 1950s and 1960s by the spread of the automobile
and suburbanization. This article examines the patterns of retail diffusion that followed
and the resultant adoption of the shopping centre form. Further, it considers the broader
implications of retail innovation during a period of urban disruption, revealing intersections
between urban geographies, business innovation and retail hierarchies. In the Australian case,
dominant firms were able to leverage their market power to adapt to shifting retail geograph-
ies and new technologies, while some small entrepreneurial developers catering to the needs
of these established retailers laid foundations for national and international expansion. A by-
product of these processes was the creation of a unique Australian shopping centre form.

In Australia, as in other markets, the structural discipline of public transport routes
in the first half of the twentieth century produced unplanned, organic retail devel-
opment, as traders were drawn together by the clustering effect of transport stops
and stations. Conversely, the fragmented maze of roads representative of the private
transport city in the post-war years began to generate pre-planned, tightly struc-
tured retail sites. The shopping centre was the principal urban form that evolved
to inhabit this new retail landscape. It provided an avenue for city department
stores to decentralize and supermarket chains to expand store networks in growing
suburban markets. In this disrupted environment, Australia’s largest retailers found
ways to maintain dominance, but space also opened up for entrepreneurial devel-
opers providing specialized services for established firms. A by-product was the
emergence of a distinctive Australian shopping centre form.

Considerable work has been undertaken in the United States on the develop-
ment of suburban retailing and shopping centres there,1 while internationally
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1R.W. Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall: Architecture, the Automobile, and Retailing in Los
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there is a growing body of research demonstrating the spread of the American
shopping centre form and the methods by which it has been introduced and
adapted to different locales.2 Work in Britain has demonstrated the ways that plan-
ning shaped development to a considerable degree and limited the spread of
out-of-town shopping environments.3 Research in Australia has explained the
broad trends influencing development,4 the activities of individual firms,5 the adap-
tation of American designs by local architects6 and the impact of shopping centres
on surrounding retail and urban development.7

This article extends work both in Australia and internationally by demonstrat-
ing how numerous interconnecting factors can shape development timelines and
the diffusion of new retail forms during periods of disruption. As the automobile
reconfigured Australian shopping behaviour, numerous local influences including
entrepreneurial activity, firm decision-making, retail competition and the activ-
ities of public authorities all conditioned patterns of development in a variety
of ways. Exploring these forces helps explain variations in development across
the country, but also reveals intersections between urban geographies, business
innovation and retail hierarchies. Case-studies of early shopping centre develop-
ment between the late 1950s and early 1960s, in four Australian state capital cities
– Brisbane, Sydney, Adelaide and Melbourne – provide an opportunity to exam-
ine these dynamics.

reconfiguration of community marketplaces in postwar America’, American Historical Review, 101 (1996),
1050–81; K.T. Jackson, ‘All the world’s a mall: reflections on the social and economic consequences of the
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Goods: Malls and the Seduction of American Shopping (Washington, DC, 2003); L. Cohen, ‘Is there an
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Suburban retail geographies
The arrival of the motorcar transformed Australian retail geographies.8 The public
transport city had encouraged a centralized model of retail distribution. In the late
1940s, small areas in the central business districts (CBDs) of Australia’s state capital
cities still dominated metropolitan trade. In 1947/48, the retail heart of Sydney,
Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth held, respectively, 56 per cent, 47 per cent, 63 per
cent and 72 per cent of metropolitan trade. City and suburban retail sales in
Brisbane were not measured in 1947/48 but in 1952/53 the inner city still accounted
for 68 per cent of the metropolitan area’s trade.9 Over the proceeding years, retail
sales in the centre of these major cities stagnated while suburban sales boomed. This
corresponded with suburban population growth and rapid increases in car ownership.
The number of cars and station wagons registered in Australia grew from 1,372,630 in
1955 when the first motor vehicle census was conducted, to 2,303,730 in 1962, to
3,990,938 in 1971.10 Figure 1 indicates the impact of car ownership and suburbaniza-
tion on suburban retail sales as a percentage of overall metropolitan retail sales.

The stagnation of city sales caused considerable angst within the big city depart-
ment stores, which at the time were largely family-operated firms operating individ-
ual stores. Cars not only moved residential populations away from city stores, they
also caused traffic congestion that impeded shopper mobility and shopping amenity
in the city itself.11 Individually and collectively, the big stores lobbied for

Figure 1. Suburban retail sales as a percentage of metropolitan retail sales, Australian mainland capital
cities, 1947/48–1961/62.
Source: ABS, Census of Retail Establishments, 1948–62.

8C.J. Moutou, ‘Car parking matters: adapting to changing customer mobility in neighborhood town cen-
ters of an inner city area of Sydney’, Journal of Urban History, 39 (2013), 690–1.

9Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Census of Retail Establishments, 1948–53.
10ABS, Motor Vehicle Census, Australia, 1955–71.
11‘Norman Nock, A.C.R. President’s Annual Report’, Retail Merchandiser, Jul. 1956, 18.
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improvements in public transport and city parking provisions, but despite some
public and private investment in parking, the trend to suburban retail continued
apace.12 Strategies turned, then, to servicing the new market. At the same time,
the country’s two largest variety store chains, Coles and Woolworths, which had
recently moved into food retailing, were avidly seeking sites on which to locate
supermarkets. With traffic congestion now also identified as a problem in growing
suburban retail precincts, the American shopping mall, which included car-parking
stations as an intrinsic element of its design, presented as an ideal solution for retai-
lers seeking suburban expansion opportunities.13

Brisbane: retail competition and the push for growth
The first large-scale shopping centre to open in Australia was developed by
Brisbane department store firm, Allan & Stark. It opened at Chermside, seven
miles north of Brisbane, Queensland, on 30 May 1957. Allan & Stark was influ-
enced by the J.L. Hudson Company’s strategy of encircling its home city with shop-
ping centres. In the early 1950s, Hudson’s dominated Detroit retailing from its
six-storey city store, but faced with a decentralizing urban population the firm pur-
sued suburban branch store development through shopping centre construction. Its
first centre, Northland, was designed by Victor Gruen and opened in 1954 as the
world’s largest mall and the first to have central heating and air-conditioning.14

Other Hudson centres followed, equidistantly spaced, approximately 10–12 miles
from downtown Detroit, and named by the compass points. Hudson’s formula
influenced the thinking of Australian capital city department stores, although the
Myer department store firm in Melbourne was the only retailer to implement it
successfully.

Seven miles north of Brisbane’s CBD, Chermside was well located for both pub-
lic and private transport. It was situated adjacent to a tram terminus and on the
intersection of two major roads, one of which channelled four lanes of traffic
through a growing residential belt. Although a major development at the time, it
was comparatively modest in size when compared with international and later
Australian retail centres. But it was possibly the first large-scale drive-in shopping
centre to be developed outside of the United States,15 and as an Australian first,
drew considerable interest from other retail firms and public authorities across
the country.16

Chermside’s layout was typical of the early wave of Australian regionals that fol-
lowed it, employing an open-air mall design and devoting almost half of the total

12Coles Myer Archive (CMA), box 142, letter from James B. Griffen, secretary, Retail Traders’
Association of New South Wales to the town clerk, town hall, Sydney, 27 Sep. 1963; CMA, box 142,
Peter Hyde, suburban opportunities in Sydney metropolitan area – Sydney survey, May 1965, 14. See
also ‘Sydney off-street parking’, Retail Merchandiser, Oct. 1956, 27; the Myer Emporium annual report
(Melbourne, 1955); ‘Hordern’s believe in car parking’, Retail Merchandiser, Feb. 1961, 15.

13Cumberland County Council, The Effects of Urban Decentralisation on the City and Suburban Business
Centres (Sydney, 1958), 5–7.

14Farrell, One Nation under Goods, 7–8.
15Spearritt, ‘Suburban cathedrals’, 96.
16‘Australia’s first drive in centre’, Retail Merchandiser, Jul. 1957, 25–6.
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retail area to Allan & Stark’s 40,000 square foot department store. It also included a
supermarket, operating under the Woolworths – BCC brand (following
Woolworths’ acquisition of the Brisbane Cash and Carry chain). Parking problems
had plagued a nearby BCC supermarket. The new shopping centre offered better
parking, gave Allan & Stark a second anchor for the centre and aligned with
Woolworths’ strategy of using shopping centre sites to broaden its reach across
the country. Both Coles and Woolworths had faced relatively few problems gaining
approvals for high street variety store construction, but supermarkets of around
20,000 square feet with parking facilities required sites of up to four acres that
were more difficult to locate and develop.17 By undertaking the difficult and
time consuming work involved in gaining zoning and development approval, shop-
ping centre developers seeking anchor tenants offered one avenue through this
process.

Shopping centres also reimagined shopping, with marketing pitched to a new
type of consumer. Promotions, beginning at Chermside, but echoed with modifica-
tions across the country, emphasized the ‘relaxed and friendly suburban atmos-
phere’ of the new centres that were ‘keyed to a casual way of life’.18 Consumer
research at the time reported a customer drift away from the formality of city retail-
ing, where a woman shopper without her best hat and gloves could be patronized
by salesgirls for her appearance.19 While the city stores were open to all classes, spe-
cial areas such as hairdressing salons, restaurants and even art galleries were clearly
designated for elite and account holding customers.20 Shoppers visiting suburban

Figure 2. Metropolitan retail sales, Australian
mainland capital cities, 1956/57.
Source: ABS, Census of Retail Establishments,
1956/57.

17CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Arthur Coles, 24 Feb. 1988, T19/1988, tran-
script, 6, 16.

18Courier Mail, 29 May 1970, 20–3. See also CMA, box 1941, press release, ‘The Myer Emporium
Limited Melbourne’, 23 Feb. 1959; CMA, box 1800, ‘Australia’s largest regional shopping centre:
Chadstone’, c. 1959.

19Modern Merchandising Methods (MMM), Australian Shopping Centres (Australia, 1965), 3;
B. Kingston, Basket, Bag and Trolley: A History of Shopping in Australia (Melbourne, 1994), 80.

20Spearritt, ‘Suburban cathedrals’, 88.
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shopping centres were encouraged instead to ‘come as you are [and] shop in com-
fort’ in a ‘gay, casual atmosphere, where you’ll feel quite at home in your slacks or
casual clothes’.21 Such marketing underscored the growing disconnect between city
retailers and their decentralizing customer base.

This divide, though, was less clear in Brisbane than in Sydney and Melbourne,
demonstrating the causal complexity of Australia’s early shopping centre develop-
ment. In the late 1950s, Brisbane’s market was smaller than the southern mainland
capitals (Figure 2), city traffic congestion was not as marked, metropolitan retailing
remained highly concentrated (Figure 1) and the stores that did exist in the suburbs
garnered far lower sales revenue per store than their counterparts in the larger
metropolitan markets.22 Such data marks Brisbane as an unlikely site for
Australia’s first shopping centre, although the relative under-development of its
suburban retailing in a decentralizing market did offer opportunities for a firm
that saw American trends as the future, and a gap that a competitor might fill if
Allan & Stark did not. As the only capital city with a single metropolitan govern-
ment, development and planning for shopping centres was also more straightfor-
ward than in other cities that harboured the competing interests of local
government authorities.23

The key driver for Allan & Stark’s move to the suburbs, however, arose from the
competitive matrix of Australian retailing at the time: the firm harboured a presci-
ent concern that it would be taken over by one of the big department store firms
from the larger Sydney and Melbourne markets. Sydney’s David Jones was avidly
expansionist in the 1950s and 1960s and, amongst other takeovers, acquired
Brisbane’s Finney Isles & Co. department store in 1955.24 Myer had also absorbed
a number of smaller department stores in the 1950s.25 In 1955, the firm acquired
McWhirters, Brisbane’s largest retail store, and declared in its annual report that it
was ‘constantly alert … and very strongly placed both financially and in terms of
personnel to take advantage of any opportunities’ for takeovers that presented.26

As Allan & Stark expanded into the suburbs, the general manager and director,
T.J. Weedman, declared that ‘today in business you have to be either very large or
remain small’.27 In the same year, commentators questioned the outlook for single
store department store firms, arguing that chains would prove more resilient in the
future.28 The move into suburban retailing by the big city stores was thus not only
the result of declining CBD sales, but part of corporate growth strategies aimed at
expanding market share.29 Myer strategists at the time also noted that more stores

21Sydney Morning Herald, 12 Nov. 1957, 19.
22ABS, Census of Retail Establishments, 1956/57.
23Spearritt, ‘Suburban cathedrals’, 96–7.
24T.W. Beed, ‘The growth of suburban retailing in Sydney: a preliminary study of some factors affecting

the form and function of suburban shopping centres’, University of Sydney Ph.D. thesis, 1964, 158.
25S.M. Barber, Your Store Myer: The Story of Australia’s Leading Department Store (Woolloomooloo,

NSW, 2008), 85–102.
26The Myer Emporium annual report (Melbourne, 1955).
27Courier Mail, 29 May 1957, 22.
28‘The future of retailing’, Retail Merchandiser, Jun. 1957, 15.
29Beed, ‘The growth of suburban retailing’, 228; CMA, box 142, letter from Keith Kelly, Larry Smith &

Company to George McCahon, the Myer Emporium, 11 Jun. 1963.
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added brand value by disseminating and promoting a firm’s name ‘over as wide a
cross-section of the population as possible’.30 So while Chermside was an attempt
by Allan & Stark to grow their own market share, it likely made the firm even more
attractive to Myer because of their own desire for growth and their assessment, by
the late 1950s, of the opportunities shopping centres held in the Australian market.
Myer acquired Allan & Stark in 1959, taking control of Chermside and another site
at Coorparoo 2.5 miles south-east of the CBD that became a second Brisbane shop-
ping centre in 1960.31

Sydney: established retailers and emergent developers
As Allan & Stark were planning Chermside, department stores in Sydney faced the
question many of their American peers had been grappling with since the 1930s.
With booming suburban retail sales and sluggish or negative growth in the inner
city, the dilemma was not so much whether to decentralize, but how best to do
so. Pre-planned shopping centres were one possible strategy, but they did not fit
neatly into Sydney’s well-established suburban retail landscape. In America, free-
ways provided access to cheap land that could be developed for retail sites. In
Sydney, land accessible to consumers was harder to find. Former golf courses,
swamps and quarries sit beneath some of Sydney’s most iconic retail centres.
Other shopping centres were built over numerous smaller parcels of land that
were acquired piecemeal through the purchase of existing buildings that could be
razed.

If this topography was discouraging, and initially pushed the city’s department
stores to pursue stand-alone construction, the sheer size of the market created
substantial incentives to pursue larger developments. In the mid-1950s, Sydney
and Melbourne dwarfed the retail markets of Australia’s other capital cities. In
1956–57, they respectively garnered £522,738,000 and £440,372,000 in retail sales
(excluding motor vehicles), with Brisbane and Adelaide each accounting for less
than £130,000,000 (Figure 2).32 In the smaller, less-developed city markets, sales
growth for some department stores was still increasing in the mid-1950s, reducing
the imperative for suburban expansion.33 It was logical, then, not withstanding
Allan & Starks’ initial foray, that Australia’s two largest cities would attract the
bulk of early shopping centre investment. The patterns of development in each var-
ied, though, reflecting different urban geographies as well as strategic decisions
made by individual firms.

Sydney had the largest suburban market in the country, but was still proportion-
ally more dependent on city retailing than Melbourne (Figure 1). Sydney also had
more large department stores than Melbourne, which was dominated by Myer. In
1962, Myer’s massive city operation accounted for more than 27 per cent of all
Melbourne’s inner-city retail trade.34 In contrast, Sydney’s largest stores, David

30CMA, box 142, minutes of a meeting in Mr A.H. Tolley’s Office 10am Tuesday 9 Aug., reference
Sydney branch development, 1961.

31Barber, Your Store Myer, 89.
32ABS, Census of Retail Establishments, 1956/57.
33Beed, ‘The growth of suburban retailing’, 161.
34CMA, box 142, memorandum: the drift from the cities, 29 Jul. 1963.
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Jones and Grace Bros., respectively garnered 13 and 9 per cent of CBD retail sales.35

In Melbourne, this resulted in lower levels of suburban investment by decentraliz-
ing city firms in both stand-alone stores and, later, shopping centres.

By the mid-1960s, every one of Sydney’s 11 full-line inner-city department stores
had opened a suburban branch store, with a total of 69 such stores in operation.36

Research conducted for Myer, which was scoping Sydney for opportunities, sug-
gested that this ‘oversupply’ of stores, combined with those then in development,
would ‘more than adequately service the present population’, and that there were
‘no large unexploited areas remaining’ in Sydney’s metropolitan area.37 This steady
opening of individual department stores, combined with the difficulty of finding
suitable sites for large-scale centres, explains to some degree the fact that it was
not Sydney’s largest stores that led the initial foray into suburban shopping centre
development. Executive decision-making was also a key factor: in Melbourne, the
Myer board was the reluctant recipient of earnest entreaties by board member
Kenneth Myer to embrace shopping centre construction.38 Other Myer board
members shared the reserve of Sydney’s largest stores, which also, at least initially,
preferred less ambitious developments.39

Many of Sydney’s larger, established shopping precincts were also centrally
located in densely populated trade areas. Department store branch decentralization
further activated such precincts, which provided broad retail mixes in relatively
compact areas. The form and location of these shopping precincts reduced the
imperative for investment in large-scale shopping centre construction.40 So while
Brisbane and Melbourne saw two of their largest city retailers lead suburban shop-
ping centre development, in Sydney innovation was driven by smaller developers
and lesser department stores. Suburban department store firm A.J. Benjamin
opened Sydney’s first shopping centre, Top Ryde, shortly after Chermside in
November 1957. Like Chermside, it was significant for its introduction of the shop-
ping centre form, rather than the scale of its development. With 110,000 square feet
of retail space, the entire centre was small in comparison to the larger city depart-
ment stores and was only just over half the size of the biggest suburban branches
these firms were developing in the same period.41

In another echo of Chermside, Top Ryde did not provide lasting success for its
owner. The big city-based Sydney firm, Grace Bros., sent A.J. Benjamin bankrupt in
the early 1960s by opening a large branch near the smaller firm’s original suburban
store. Top Ryde was subsequently acquired by one of the country’s largest develo-
pers, Lend Lease, with Grace Bros. taking the department store space in the centre.

35CMA, box 142, Larry Smith & Company, market analysis of the Sydney metropolitan area prepared for
Farmer & Company Limited, 21 May 1963, 3; ABS, Census of Retail Establishments, 1961/62.

36MMM, Australian Shopping Centres, 2.
37CMA, box 142, Peter Hyde, suburban opportunities in Sydney metropolitan area – Sydney survey, May

1965, 3.
38Author interview with Reg Jebb, 23 Feb. 2015; S. Ebury, The Many Lives of Kenneth Myer (Carlton,

VIC, 2008), 236–7, 263–4.
39G. Davison, ‘From the market to the mall’, background report, Victorian Retail Policy Review,

Department of Planning and Community Development, Dec. 2006.
40Cumberland County Council, The Effects of Urban Decentralisation, 8–10.
41MMM, Shopping Centres – Australia (Sydney, c. 1970), n.p.
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Lend Lease was to become a major developer of shopping centres, both in Australia
and internationally. Its rise, alongside that of other Australian developers such as
Westfield – now one of the largest retail property developers in the world – marked
a shift in the retail industry in which development, ownership and management of
retail environments became specialty fields of business knowledge and operation.

The entry of specialist retail property developers marked a recognition that cus-
tomer shopping traffic could be monetized. Retail has long been agglomerative:
clusters of retail outlets have been observed in a wide range of social and cultural
contexts since the ancient world, feeding off the combined trade they collectively
generated.42 Shopping centres captured the value of such agglomeration in a way
that single stores could not, because they could both improve and sell it. When
tenants rented space in a shopping centre, they essentially purchased customer traf-
fic. The landlord created this traffic by convincing anchor stores to locate in a cen-
tre, adding a mix of retailers attractive to the surrounding market, building in a
location accessible to this market, providing sufficient parking, and investing in
the amenity of the overall environment.

While Lend Lease was a large national firm, many of the early developers in
Australia were much smaller, entrepreneurial operators.43 Such firms frequently
approached chains and large retailers to enter into anchor tenancies.44 The size
and stability of these retail firms operated as a form of guarantee for small devel-
opers when obtaining finance, and they attracted specialty stores that wanted access
to the customer traffic they generated.45 In turn, developers helped facilitate the
expansionist strategy of big retail at the time. The supermarkets, in particular,
needed sites that provided parking near growing populations.

A useful example of this dynamic is provided by Westfield, which began as a
partnership between two eastern European holocaust survivors, Frank Lowy and
Jeno Schwarcz (later John Saunders). After operating a delicatessen in Sydney’s
western suburbs, the pair moved into residential and then retail property develop-
ment, opening a small ‘American style’ shopping centre in Blacktown, 25 miles west
of Sydney’s CBD in 1959.46 The centre generated considerable publicity for the
firm, which began receiving offers to construct small shopping centres and
stand-alone stores for established retailers. Westfield subsequently developed a rela-
tionship with the Coles supermarket chain when the retailer acquired a grocery
firm, Matthews Thompson, in one of its new centres.47

Prior to its purchase of Matthews Thompson, the Victorian-based Coles had
struggled to gain a foothold in NSW. The acquisition provided them with ‘a very

42S. Brown, ‘A perceptual approach to retail agglomeration’, Area, 19 (1987), 131.
43Author interview with Tony Dimasi, 3 Nov. 2014.
44State Library of New South Wales (SLNSW), MLOH 451, nos. 23 and 24, J. Hudson, oral history inter-

view with Fraser Coss, c. 1995, transcript, 12.
45Author interview with Andrew Scott (former director of strategy and property Coles Myer), 31 Mar.

2015.
46Blacktown Advocate, 25 Jun. 1959, 12.
47CMA, box 957, Coles Timeline, c. 1978; CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Sir

Thomas North, 13 Jan. 1986, T3/1986, transcript, 8; CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview
with Bevan Bradbury, 18 Dec. 1985, T41/1985, transcript, 5; Westfield Holdings Ltd, The Westfield
Story: The First 40 Years (Sydney, 2000), 33.
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large part of the grocery business in New South Wales’, but the store network was
largely comprised of small, variously sized shops run on traditional, labour-
intensive lines.48 So while Matthews Thompson gave Coles a presence and buying
power, it needed to construct large-scale, modern retail stores to implement its
supermarket strategy. By the mid-1960s, Westfield had built 17 supermarkets for
Coles. Westfield’s self-published company history regards the affiliation as ‘a mutu-
ally beneficial relationship’, noting that ‘Westfield played a major role in getting
Coles established in New South Wales, and Coles contributed greatly to getting
Westfield launched in Australia.’49

Westfield quickly built an in-house team capable of planning, designing and devel-
oping retail stores and shopping centres. It acted as a consultant to retailers and, to
further capture value in the assets it produced, set an objective to become an investor
builder – holding and managing the centres it built to produce an ongoing revenue
stream. Westfield’s in-house development model drove efficiencies and ensured high
levels of quality control. By retaining the centres it built in an investment portfolio,
it obtained cash flow, security for finance and ‘live’ assets that could be upgraded
through expansion and redevelopment. As the portfolio grew, Westfield’s negotiating
power with major retailers also solidified, giving it greater control over the form and
location of its developments. By the mid-1960s, it was constructing and managing
regional centres anchored by the country’s largest retailers.50

Table 1 lists selected shopping centres constructed by Westfield during the
1960s.51 It shows that the firm established a strong base in NSW before expanding
interstate. It developed capabilities and capital by building neighbourhood centres
before moving into larger construction and more ambitious projects later in the dec-
ade. It maintained a consistent relationship with Coles and demonstrated an early
ability to attract mid-size retail firms as general merchandise anchors. Westfield even-
tually cemented a relationship with Myer, which opened a 200,000 square foot, full-
line department store at Doncaster, in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs in 1969.

Coles’ deal with Westfield was neither exclusive nor unique. The major retail
chains, especially the supermarkets, had in-house property development teams,
and property managers scouring the country for high traffic sites: they bought
pubs, picture theatres, existing shops and residential properties that were demol-
ished to make way for modern stores.52 Relationships were also localized. Coles’
growth in South Australia was aided to a significant degree by another developer,
Jack Weinert, who possessed a sound understanding of the Adelaide market, was
experienced in gaining approvals from government authorities and was skilled in
obtaining finance for projects.53 Weinert built several shopping centres in South

48CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Bevan Bradbury.
49Westfield Holdings Ltd, The Westfield Story, 33.
50Sammartino and Van Ruth, ‘The Westfield group’, 308–10.
51Westfield also built centres at Dee Why and Yagoona in Sydney, but details such as retail floor space

and tenancy mix are unavailable. See, MMM, Shopping Centres – Australia, n.p.
52SLNSW, MLOH 451, nos. 23 and 24, J. Hudson, oral history interview with Fraser Coss, c. 1995, tran-

script, 24.
53CMA, box 1505, S. Barber, oral history interview with Lance Robinson, 1985, transcript, 29; CMA, box

2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Jim Thomas, 9 Dec. 1987, T58/1987, transcript, 41–2.
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Table 1. Selected Westfield shopping centres, 1959–69

Year Location State Type* Style
Retail area
(sq. ft) Parking spaces Stores Supermarket Other anchors

1959 Blacktown NSW N Open n/a 87 15 Gavan’s Grocery Winns, Snows, Illawarra Appliance Store,
G.T. Greenaway hardware

1961 Hornsby NSW C Closed Mall **65,000 300 23 Coles McDowells, Best & Less, Nock & Kirby
hardware, David Glover drug store

1964 Baulkam Hills NSW N Open **26,500 100 12 Coles
1965 West Merrylands NSW N Open **22,000 100 7 Coles
1965 Figtree NSW N Enclosed 57,000 640 26 Coles Coles Variety
1965 Eastwood NSW C Open **72,000 500 18 Coles Mark Foy’s, Coles Variety
1966 Lane Cove NSW N Split Level **22,000 80 6 Coles
1966 Penrith NSW N Semi-enclosed 28,500 council parking 11 Coles
1966 Burwood NSW R Enclosed 278,000 1,000 60 Coles Farmers, Winns, Coles Variety
1967 Toombul Qld R Enclosed 191 000 1,650 60 Coles Barry & Roberts, Bayards, Royal Art

Furnishings
1969 Doncaster Vic R Enclosed 444,996 3,100 83 Dickins Myer, Coles Variety, Waltons homemaker

store, McEwans hardware store

* N = Neighbourhood, C = Community, R = Regional.
** Gross floor area of the shopping centre is indicated because retail floor area was not available in extant sources.
Source: MMM, Shopping Centres – Australia, n.p.
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Australia for Coles, in the process forming a financial partnership in which he
retained a share of ownership in the developments.54

South Australia: public development and the idea of community
Developers such as Westfield and Jack Weinert seized the opportunities available in
a nascent industry, during a boom economic period, at a time when retailers
required rapid, efficient development. In the same period, public authorities in
Australia also exhibited an interest in pre-planned shopping centre construction
to provide retail services to public housing residents. The most substantial early
public development of shopping centres occurred at Elizabeth in South Australia
under the auspices of the South Australian Housing Trust (SAHT). The SAHT
was the first of the state public housing authorities to be established, starting opera-
tions in 1936. It differed from authorities in other states in that, more than just pro-
viding low-cost housing, it was tasked with facilitating the industrialization of South
Australia. By building affordable housing and other infrastructure, including shops,
in newly developed areas underserviced by the private sector, it aimed to generate
an employment base for large-scale industry.55

When envisaging the shape of such towns, Australian planners looked to British
models. This influence was particularly strong in South Australia where planners
were more directly derivative than some of their eastern state peers.56 Elizabeth sub-
sequently shared many similarities with British ‘Mark I’ towns, which utilized ‘spa-
cious garden city lines with distinct neighbourhoods served by local shops and a
school, together with a town centre and single industrial areas’.57 To these, the
SAHT added leisure facilities such as theatres and churches, providing some paral-
lels with earlier American developments such as the J.C. Nichols Country Club.58

In all, nine neighbourhood shopping centres were constructed in Elizabeth
between 1957 and 1965. Each was intended to serve around 5,000 to 6,000 people.59

A town centre was situated close to the geographical heart of Elizabeth with ready
access to both the main road and railway station. Its architects noted the complexity
of the planning process in developing the town centre, and expressed what was by
then a common refrain about the necessity of accommodating vehicular and ped-
estrian traffic in modern retail environments.60

The Elizabeth shopping centres were the largest and most comprehensive public
retail facilities developed in Australia, and were notable for their inclusion of

54CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Jim Thomas, 41–2, 47.
55J. Kemeny, ‘The South Australian Housing Trust: a socioeconomic case study in public housing’,

Australian Journal of Social Issues, 15 (1980), 109; M. Peel, Planning the Good City in Australia:
Elizabeth as a New Town (Canberra, 1992), 10; L. Groenhart, ‘Employment of public housing residents
in Australian cities’, Urban Policy and Research, 33 (2015), 294.

56Peel, Planning the Good City, 3–4.
57Kemeny, ‘The South Australian Housing Trust’, 109; S. Marsden, ‘The South Australian Housing

Trust, Elizabeth and twentieth-century heritage’, Journal of the Historical Society of South Australia, 28
(2000), 55.

58G. Baker and B. Funaro, Shopping Centers: Design and Operation (New York, 1956), 81.
59SAHT, Proposed Shopping Facilities, Elizabeth South Australia (SAHT, 30 Jun. 1961), 2.
60H.P. Smith, ‘Town planning in Elizabeth, South Australia’, Architecture Today, Jan. 1959, 19–23.
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community facilities. Medical services, post offices, banks, SAHT offices, public
libraries and baby health centres were placed in shopping centres across
Elizabeth. A dance hall, billiard saloon and theatre provided centralized social infra-
structure in the town centre.61 The concept of the shopping centre as a community
hub did not begin in Australia at Elizabeth – both Chermside and Top Ryde
included a child minding service with the latter also providing a baby health clinic
– but it set a benchmark, and helped channel European influences into the market.

The provision of community facilities distinguished early Australian shopping
centres from most of those constructed in the United States, with the flow of
ideas into Australia about such integrated design coming largely via Britain and
Europe. In 1963, Myer store architect, Donald C. Ward, wrote that ‘in English
and Swedish new towns, architectural expression of community life in retail centres,
offers fresh inspiration in the layout of Australian shopping centres’. He argued
that a closer tie between centre and community was evident in, particularly, the
British new town model and regretted the lack of public private partnerships to
this end in Australia. His comments are indicative of Australia’s broad interest in
retail developments: while there was a general acknowledgment within the
Australian industry that American influences predominated, notice was still
taken of innovations in Britain and other markets. Ward noted that there was
‘much to be seen in England with regard to the relationship between a centre
and its community’.62

Elizabeth attracted widespread attention, with trade journals providing consider-
able detail on its community facilities. One noted that the project ‘must be of inter-
est to all Australian retailers, who will recognize that planned shopping will be the
rule, not the exception, in the future’.63 By integrating the ideals of British planning
reformers, Elizabeth influenced the marketing of shopping centres as well as the
types of community facilities that private developers included in their complexes,
often at the behest of public authorities seeking to wring more public value out
of developments. Despite their substantive role in the earliest wave of development,
however, the Elizabeth shopping centres marked the end of an idea rather than a
beginning.64 Public authorities developed a small number of shopping centres in
the eastern states and the national capital, Canberra, in the 1960s and 1970s. But
amongst planners and governments, fealty to the concept of publicly funded retail
property development faded in the post-war years.65

Echoing their counterparts in the United Kingdom, retailers were also not always
enthusiastic about public designs.66 While the captive market of local residents ini-
tially proved a good customer base, Elizabeth’s architects and planners lacked retail
experience and the size and layout of shops did not always suit the requirements of

61MMM, Shopping Centres – Australia, n.p.
62D.C. Ward, ‘An architect abroad’, Retail Merchandiser, Dec. 1963, 26.
63‘New South Australian town’, Retail Merchandiser, Jan. 1957, 10; G. Herbert, ‘Elizabeth – the dream

and the reality of an Australian new town’, Hemisphere, 7 (1963), 11–16.
64Marsden, ‘The South Australian Housing Trust’, 50.
65In 1982, Elizabeth town centre was acquired under a 99-year lease under a joint venture between Myer

Shopping Centres and Jennings Industries.
66J. Greenhalgh, ‘Consuming communities: the neighbourhood unit and the role of retail spaces on

British housing estates, 1944–1958’, Urban History, 43 (2016), 158–74.
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the larger operators.67 Further, estimating future consumption practices and shop-
ping behaviour proved a predictive task beyond the capabilities of government
authorities.68 But although the public development model of Elizabeth was not
widely adopted, as a high-profile Australian urban design project it promoted the
idea of planned retail as a cornerstone of community development and offered
an argument for the inclusion of community facilities in other early 1960s
centres.69

Melbourne: the modern Australian shopping centre at scale
While the Victorian housing trust also experimented with retail development, the
majority of shopping centre construction there, as with Australia more broadly, was
private. In Melbourne, Myer was the driving force. The firm’s acquisition of Alan &
Stark in Brisbane provided it with its first operating shopping centre at a time when
plans to develop its own flagship centre were coming to fulfilment. It opened
Chadstone, the largest and most comprehensive shopping centre in Australia in
October 1960, and in time became one of the country’s largest developers of
regional centres – a strategic move that helped maintain its position near the top
of Australia’s retail hierarchy across much of the post-war era. The move into shop-
ping centres, though, was a decade in the making and was by no means a smooth
transition for a firm entrenched and dominant in the heart of Melbourne’s CBD.

In 1949, Kenneth Myer, the eldest son of founder, Sidney Myer, and himself a
director of the Myer Emporium, met a number of developers engaged in the con-
struction of regional shopping centres in the United States.70 He returned to
Australia convinced that his firm should decentralize from its city base, and use
large-scale shopping centre construction as the means of doing so.71 He was,
though, unable to convince the Myer board under the chairmanship of his older
cousin Norman Myer. Norman was 24 years older than Kenneth with a retail out-
look embedded in the urban core. Further, shopping centres in the United States
still stood on the cusp of innovation. For a man that one favourable obituary
described as ‘no reckless experimenter’, it was too soon to follow the trend.72

The board instead opted for an acquisition-based expansion strategy.73

Kenneth Myer made three more research trips to the United States in 1953, 1955
and 1958, meeting with industry professionals including Gruen, his economic
research partner Larry Smith and architects at Welton Becket & Associates.74

The latter would later be appointed to design Chadstone, although their role was
reduced in favour of a more hands-on local firm early in the development process.75

67CMA, box 2735, S. Barber, oral history interview with Brian Quinn, 10 Jul. 1987, T48/1987, transcript,
10.

68For a discussion of research on this issue, see Greenhalgh, ‘Consuming communities’, 169.
69Ward, ‘An architect abroad’, 26.
70Vernon, ‘Shopping towns Australia’, 108.
71Davison, Car Wars, 105.
72‘Sir Norman Myer’s death’, Retail Merchandiser, Jan. 1957, 9.
73Author interview with Reg Jebb, 23 Feb. 2015; Davison, ‘From the market to the mall’.
74Ebury, The Many Lives, 236–7, 263–4.
75Vernon, ‘Shopping towns Australia’, 108.
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Frustrated with the recalcitrance of the board, and convinced that Australia must
inevitably follow the American trend, Kenneth and his brother Sidney Baillieu
Myer privately engaged economic consultant George Connor to scope for suitable
sites in Melbourne’s suburbs. Connor was the first widely employed economic
research consultant in Australia. He had informal relationships with Larry Smith
and other economists in the United States, and followed their lead in setting up
a consultancy practice in Melbourne.76 Drawing on Connor’s research, the Myer
brothers went as far as purchasing a prospective site, although it remained undevel-
oped and was later sold to the Coles chain.77

The death of Norman Myer in December 1956 reduced board opposition to the
proposed shopping centre strategy, and by 1957 solid plans were being formulated
to develop the firm’s first regional centre.78 Myer publicly announced that it was
seeking a site of at least 30 acres and combed the city for suitable locations.79

Analysis was undertaken on population growth, spending patterns, transportation
networks and the relative intensity of Myer customers in given areas. Research
was approached with the view that the site should be able to attract customers
from both outlying and inlying suburbs in a ratio of approximately two to one.
Melbourne’s south-eastern suburbs, then experiencing substantial growth, were
identified as the preferable area for development.80 Myer eventually acquired 28
acres of land from the Convent of the Good Shepherd in East Malvern, 8 miles
south-east of Melbourne. The site was situated on the corner of Chadstone Road
and a new four-lane highway leading to expanding industrial suburbs, with research
indicating that 216,000 people lived within a 15-minute drive.81

Chadstone opened in October 1960 to voluminous public attention, much of which
declared it a new form of shopping in Australia.82 Such claims masked the importance
of prior developments in establishing the shopping centre form, including the public
development at Elizabeth, as well as Myer’s own experience gained through its acqui-
sition of Chermside the previous year. The ways in which Chadstone was marketed
also continued rather than reinvented the positioning of other early centres. It too,
although with more supporting evidence, claimed to bring the best of the city to
the suburbs, and like its predecessors was heavily marketed as a ‘housewife’s wonder-
land’. As Davison has noted, this included the provision of parking spaces on
45-degree angles to cater to the perceived frailties and skill level of women drivers,
as well as a driving instructor service to help them obtain licences, a child minding
play centre and floor coverings said to be friendly to stiletto heels.83

76Author interview with Reg Jebb, 23 Feb. 2015.
77Davison, ‘From the market to the mall’.
78Davison, Car Wars, 105; CMA, box 1429, letter from Larry Smith & Company to George McCahon,

the Myer Emporium, Ltd, 22 Dec. 1958; A. Hutson, ‘“I dream of Jeannie”? The American origins of the
Chadstone shopping centre’, Fabrications, 9 (1999), 23–4.

79CMA, box 1941, J. Carter, ‘First one-stop-shop revolutionizes Australian’s shopping habits’, 3
Sep. 1980; Davison, ‘From the market to the mall’.

80‘Australia’s largest’, Retail Merchandiser, May 1960, 8–10.
81Ebury, The Many Lives, 265.
82The Sun, 4 Aug. 1960, 26–7; The Herald, 17 Sep. 1960, 3 Oct. 1960, 25; ‘The Chadstone project’, Retail

Merchandiser, May 1960, 8–10.
83Davison, ‘From the market to the mall’; The Sun, 4 Aug. 1960, 26–7.
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To acknowledge continuities with prior developments, though, is not to under-
state the significance of Chadstone itself, which represented a milestone in post-war
retail development. When opened, it was by far the largest shopping centre in
Australia.84 No other Melbourne city retailer had the resources or brand to build
on such a scale, and the big Sydney firms, David Jones and Grace Bros., had yet
to launch flagship centres. Chermside and Top Ryde had provided a one-stop-shop
for a broad range of goods, but were limited in size and scope. Myer’s 150,000
square foot store at Chadstone, in contrast, was the country’s first full-line shopping
centre department store, far larger than the junior department stores anchoring
earlier centres.85

Further, Myer convinced other major retailers to take tenancies in the centre.
Where Chermside and Top Ryde offered a single department store, Chadstone
incorporated branches of a number of city-based competitors and general merchan-
dise chains. Significantly, a number of these stores – ‘many of Melbourne’s oldest
and best-known retailers’ – had long competed with Myer’s massive CBD store: the
Buckley & Nunn department store, for example, adjoined Myer in both the city and
Chadstone.86 This echoed the experience in America where the disadvantages of
competing from separate stand-alone sites were recognized, and as many as five
department stores shared space in some early regional centres.87 While
Chadstone’s other department store outlets, at a tenth the size of the centre’s
Myer store, operated more as ‘twigs’ than ‘branches’ of their city parent stores,
their co-location with one another established a precedent for later Australian
regional shopping centre developments. The inclusion of numerous fashion chains
indicated the cache of a Myer-led development and can also be seen as a forecast of
future retail landscapes in which Australian fashion brands and other specialty
retailers utilized shopping centres as a means to expand rapidly across the coun-
try.88 More broadly, the scope of Chadstone’s retail agglomeration, the level of
investment in a project that was the largest ever undertaken by an Australian retail
firm and the size of the Myer anchor store were unmistakable signals of the city’s
retail recession and the geographic shift occurring in Australian retailing.

Conclusion
A major impetus for shopping centre development in Australia derived from the
needs of large retail firms, which required new sites, with space for car parking,
in geographically shifting markets. The case-studies above show that opportunities
were available in these disrupted environments, but that some firms were better
positioned or were able to adapt more effectively to seize long-term advantage.
These included small start-up innovators. As established patterns of development
broke down, new (often immigrant) entrepreneurs found space to operate by solv-
ing problems for the large established retailers. The latter held sufficient capital and

84CMA, box 1941, press release, Chadstone shopping centre, 19 Feb. 1959.
85CMA, box 1800, Chadstone News, no. 2, c. 1960.
86CMA, box 1941, press release, Chadstone shopping centre participants, 15 May 1959.
87G.J. Connor, ‘A surfeit of centres’, Retail Merchandiser, Feb. 1958, 13.
88MMM, Australian Shopping Centres.
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operational retail knowledge to maintain market dominance, but lacked internal
expertise to efficiently develop outposts in the new landscapes of consumption.
The rapidly growing consumer economy, the relocation of retail distribution to
the suburbs and the needs of large retail firms enabled these burgeoning entrepre-
neurs to develop expertise, business networks and capital from which some built
national and international enterprises.

At the same time, Australia’s largest retailers, including Myer, Coles and
Woolworths, imported or acquired expertise to become developers in their own
right. The internal dynamics of these firms sits beyond the scope of this article,
but their embrace of the shopping centre form provides evidence of their capacity
to innovate in the face of technological, demographic, geographic and economic
change – a strength they continued to display, not withstanding mistakes and costly
errors of judgment, for much of the post-war period.89 This capacity, combined
with the scale of their operations, enabled the big three firms to remain at the
top of Australia’s retail hierarchy for the remainder of the century. Myer continued
to expand through takeovers, acquiring interstate department store firms that had
also developed interests in shopping centres such as John Martin & Co. Ltd in
South Australia and Boans Ltd in Perth.

The heavy involvement of the major supermarket chains as both tenants and
developers holds significance beyond the firms themselves. Their presence at all
scales of development helped to create a shopping centre form distinct from the
American regional shopping centre model, which often excluded food retail and
was positioned as a leisure destination built around fashion and department
store chains.90 In Australia, the deployment of shopping centres as a means of
supermarket store network expansion served to create a utilitarian retail format
more resilient than the American mall, which relied heavily on discretionary
expenditure.91

To this local adaptation, ideas from Europe were also added – most influentially
through the construction of Elizabeth in South Australia. While public shopping cen-
tre development did not last, experiments were trialled in all of Australia’s southern
and eastern state capital cities, signalling to the private sector and approval author-
ities the value of community facilities for shoppers and residents. Numerous early
shopping centres in Australia thus contained baby health clinics, child minding ser-
vices, libraries and community halls. By the 1970s, these were less likely inclusions,
highlighting the shift towards corporatized development models. But in the early
1960s, the community was an important frame of reference for designers and retai-
lers in conceptualizing their relationship with customers, while the facilities provided
helped to drive adoption by embedding centres in their locales.

This article has shown, then, that while broad structural forces surrounding sub-
urbanization explain the introduction of shopping centres to Australia, fine-grained
analysis is required to understand the patterns, timing and forms of development
that occurred. This contributes to studies of retail development more broadly, sug-
gesting that there are productive outcomes to be gained by unpacking the interplay

89Bailey, ‘Absorptive capacity’; Bailey, ‘Marketing to the big middle’.
90Author interview, Micheal Lloyd (former Lend Lease executive), 11 Jun. 2014.
91Author interview, John Schroder (former CEO Commercial Property, Stockland), 4 Mar. 2015.
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of factors across national markets such as firm decision-making, competitive frame-
works, urban demography and public policy. Doing so complicates causation, con-
textualizes business strategy and renders the timing and patterns of retail diffusion
in urban settings more understandable. It also enhances understandings of longer-
term retail trends: in Australia, leading and nascent firms responding to suburban-
ization and the disruption caused by the automobile established a unique
Australian adaptation of the globalized shopping centre form in the early post-war
period, with some able to set foundations that cemented their dominance of the
country’s retail landscape for the remainder of the century.
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