
156 TERRACE HOUSES

Terr ace houses -
townhouses of the 19th 

century

TH EY 'R E F AM OUS  F OR  TH EI R C HA RM 1 5 7 

LI V I NG W I TH H I STO RY 1 5 7 

R E SP E C T I NG  T H E  P A S T 1 5 7 

CAN  YOU PARK THE CAR? 1 5 8 

HI ST OR I C PR ESE RV AT I ON  O RDE RS 1 5 8 

POC KET- S I ZE G ARDE NS 1 5 8 

HOW WELL BUILT IS IT 159

RES TORAT I ON 1 6 0 

I F Y OU  P L AN  TO  A L TE R 1 6 0 

14



TERRACE HOUSES 157

I  n t he  e a r l y  c o l o ni e s  s e t t l e r s  b ui l t  s ma l l  v e r s i o ns  o f  w ha t  l a t e r 
became famous as the Australian bungalow. With the prosperi t y
o f  t he  Go l d  Rus h, t he  g r o wth o f  t o wns i nto  c i ti e s  and  b ef o r e  the
advent of suburban trains, trams and private cars, the new mi d d l e 
c l a s s  o f  t he  1 8 7 0 s  mo v e d  i n t o  t h e  t o wnho u s e s  w e  no w  c a l l 
t e r r a c e  h o u s e s .  T h e y  b e c a m e  a  d i s t i n c t i v e  A u s t r a l i a n  s t y l e . 

THEY'RE FAMOUS FOR THEIR CHARM
Australian terrace houses are famous for their charm which results f r o m t h e 
e l e g a n t  p r o p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  wi n d o ws  a n d  d o o r s , t h e  c a s t  i ro n de c or at i on , th e 
i nt er io r  p la s te r mou ld in g s, a n d be ca u se  we  h av e s tr ee t s an d s tr ee t s of  t h em,
r es ul ti n g in  so me  o f  t he  fi ne st  re si d en ti al  u r ba n  s tr e e t sc a p e Au s tr a l i an s  h av e  b ui l t .
Th er e  a re  g o od  r ea s o n s t o  be proud of them, to preserve them, to enjoy them, and
if they suit y o u r  l i f e s t y l e , a n d  y o u r  p o c k e t , t o  l i v e  i n  t h e m.

LIVING WITH HISTORY
Th e Vic tor ia n t err ac e h ous es , a lon g wit h t he  Vi cto ri an man si ons , t he  Fe der at ion 
st yl e v ill as , t he Co lon ial  f armhou se s, and  t he Qu ee nsl and  v e ra n d a h s t y le , re p r e se n t 
t h e mo s t d i s ti n c ti v e  hi s t o ri c  r es i d e nt i a l a r c h i t e c t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  we  p o s s e s s .

Ar ch i t e ct u r e , f o r t h o se  n o t i n t er e s t ed  i n b i o gr a p h ie s  o f g o v er n o rs , p o l i t i c i a n s ,
u n i o n  b o s s e s  a n d  o t h e r  e r s t wh i l e  l o c a l  h e r o e s ,  i s  t h e  e a si e s t  a n d  on e  of  t h e mo s t
p l ea s a n t wa y s o f  r e a d in g  t he  h i st o r y  o f  ou r  n at i o n . Ho w we  b ui l t  a n d  to d a y  b u il d ,
t e ll s  u s mu c h a b ou t  who  we  a r e  an d  wer e , a n d  ho w we t r y  a n d  tr i e d t o  imp r e ss 
o t he r s  an d  ourselves.

Buying a terrace house is a step backwards in time to the s ta nd ar d s, p r ef er en c es 
a nd  l if e st yl e s of  t h e 18 7 0s  a nd  18 80 s , to  t h e wealth that came from gold and wool,
to Australia as part of the Br i t i s h  E mp i r e , a n d  t o  a  w o r l d  d o mi n a t e d  b y  t h e  f i r s t 
f l u s h  o f  s u cc e s s fu l  p re f a br i c a te d  c as t  i ro n  a nd  p la s t e r mo ul d i n gs . Th e  l as t  ma de 
po ss ibl e r ic h d eco ra tio n a t a c ost  t he newly  emerg in g midd le  c la ss  c o ul d a ff or d.

RESPECTING THE PAST
Th e dec isi on  to  bu y a t err ac e h ous e is, co ns cio usl y or unc on sci ous ly , a  de ci sio n t o
li ve  wi th hi sto ry. I t r equ ir es res pe ct for  a nd acc ep tan ce o f  t h e  d e c i s i o n s  ma d e  a 
h u n d r e d  o r  s o  y e a r s  a g o  a b o u t  s i z e , s h a p e  a n d  a r r a n g e me n t s  o f  r o o ms ,  w i n d o w s 
a n d  d o o r s , t h e  d e s i g n  a n d  detail of verandahs, columns, skirtings, architraves,
cornices and ceilings.
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It may mean, if you live in Sydney, that the bathroom and the l a u n d r y  h a v e  t h e 
b e s t  v i e w. Th e r e  c a n  b e  f e w  c i t i e s  i n  t h e  wo r l d  wh e r e  mo r e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  h o u s e s 
t u r n e d  t h e i r  b a c k s  o n  s o  m a n y  mi ll i o n  d o l l ar  v ie ws .

CAN YOU PARK THE CAR?
Pa rk i n g  t h e  ca r  on  t h e s t r ee t  b ec a u s e t h e Vi c to r i a ns  d i dn 't  ha v e  c a r s  t o  w o r r y  a b o u t 
wi l l  b e  t h e  n o r m . Of  c o u r s e ,  a s  h o u s e h o l d s  h a v e  mov ed  t o  t wo  an d th r ee  c a rs , it 
a ls o in v ol ve s  t he  d i ff ic u lt ie s f in di n g a n y  p l a c e  t o  p a r k  a t  a l l . 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION ORDERS
I t co ul d  mea n  l iv in g  wit h  a n hi s to ri c  p re se r va ti o n or de r  i mp o se d by  t h e  l o c a l 
Co u n c i l  o r  St a t e  Go v e r n me n t . Th i s  wi l l  o f t e n  s e v e r e l y  r e s t r i c t  t h e  w a y  y o u  c a n 
a l t e r  t h e  h o u s e .  T h e s e  o r d e r s  a r e  t h e  c o nc r e t e e x p re s s io n  o f c o min g  f ac e  t o f a ce 
wi th  t h e b u r ea u c ra c y  of  liv ing wi th his tory. They s hould be che cked c areful ly if you
hav e any in te nti ons  o f a lte ri ng the  h ous e. Be tte r t o kno w t he  li mit at ion s b ef ore 
b u y i n g  t h a n  r u n  i n t o  t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  wh e n  t r y i n g  t o  r e s h a p e  t h e  ho us e t o s ui t
yo ur  own 2 0t h c ent ur y i dea s. It  is  s ome times  di ffi cu lt to f i n d  a  m a r r i a g e  o f  t h e  t wo , 
a c c e p t a b l e  b o t h  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y ,  a n d  t o  th e loc al Co unc il. You may  n eed  an 
ar ch ite ct's hel p t o sor t o ut  th e stylistic issues and the Council's concerns over site
coverage, h e ig h t  li n e s , s e tb a c k  l i n e s, b u il d i n g e n ve l o p es , a nd  t h e l i k e. All  o f  wh i c h 
a r e  q u i t e  t e c h n i c a l  a n d  o f t e n  c o m p l i c a t e d . 

POCKET-SIZE GARDENS
Bu yi ng Vic to ria n t er rac es me ans  bu yi ng Vic to ria n i de as abo ut  ba ck a l le y s , t i n y 
b a ck y a r ds  a n d mi ni s c u le  f r on t  g ar d e n s. The  b a ck  a l le y s  were, of course, to deliver
coal, take away night soil and provide p l ac e s  fo r  s tr e e t u r c hi n s  to  p l ay . Tod a y  t h e y 
a r e l e f to v e r  s p a ce  o f  mar gi na l  u se  to  a ny b od y, un le ss  th ey  ar e wi d e en o ug h to  dr iv e 
a  c ar  a l on g , an d  a ll o w y o u  to  t u rn  i n to  y o ur  b ac k y a rd . Of c o u rs e , th e  c a r p a r k i n g 
s p a c e  ma y  t a k e  u p  h a l f  t h e  y a r d . 

The se  y a rd s i n th e 'go od  ol d da y s', wer e us e d fo r  d ry in g  c lo t he s. Th ey  c a n, wi th 
s o me  r e ar r a n ge me nt  o f  i n t e rn a l  ro o ms , b e  ma d e  ac ce ssi ble  t o t he li vin g r oo m, and 
th us  tu rne d int o a  c our tya rd  su iti ng  ou r mod ern  ur ba n l ife st yle . We ten d t o lik e o ur 
fa mi ly- liv in g r oom t o f ace  a way  fr om th e s tr eet  in to  th e b ac kya rd. The Vic to ria ns
te nd ed to want the parlour to be next to the front door. We are more open in ou r
li fe sty le an d t ake  o ur fri en ds int o the  he ar t o f o ur  ho use , and  on  a  su nny  d ay, in to  ou r
ba ck yar d. Th is cha ng e i n l if est yle  a nd val ue s c an o ft en  r e qu ir e  s ome s impl e  b ut 
i ng en io u s ju g gl in g t o ad a pt  t he  ho us e  t o  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  p r e f e r e n c e s . 
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I f yo u'r e in t o fr on t  g ar d en s, t h e te r ra ce  h o us e i s no t r ea ll y  g oi ng  to  g i v e  y o u 
mu c h  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e x p r e s s  y o u r s e l f .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  i s  n o t  p o ss i b l e t o  ga r d en  o n 
a n yt h i n g o t h er  t ha n  a  v e s t -p o c k et  s i ze , in  t h e spaces the Victorians chose to keep
as private townhouse gardens. Po s s i b l y , b e c a u s e  t h e y  p u t  mu c h  o f  t h e i r  e n e r g y 
i n t o  c r e a t i n g  t h e  g r e a t  u r b a n  p a r k s  t h a t  s p r e a d  a c r o s s  t h e  o l d e r  p a r t s  o f  o u r  c i t i e s ,
t h ey  f e lt  l e ss  n ee d  t o h a v e g a r de n s  ar o u nd  t h ei r  t own h o us e s . We , o f  c ou r s e , o f t en 
f e el  q u it e  d if f e re n t l y, a n d i n  a t e r ra c e  h o u s e, h a ve  t o  a pp ro ac h  g ar d en in g i n th e  way 
o f th e J ap an e se , ma k in g a  l it tl e  g o a  long way.

You r li f es ty l e wi ll  no t o nl y be  co ns t ra in ed  by  a l l th is  hi st o ry , bu t  a ls o  b y th e  f ac t 
t ha t yo u  a re  bu yi ng  in to  me di um- de ns i ty  h ou s in g, wh er e t he  b a si c de s ig n i ss ue s a re 
n o di ff e re nt  fr om t h os e s et  o ut  in  Chapter 15 'Townhouses and villas'. In that
chapter you will find c h e c k  l i s t s  f o r  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  s u n l i g h t ,  p r i v a c y , v e n t i l a t i o n 
a n d  vie ws; se curity , nois e and nei ghbour s; and  how t o prep are yo urself  in o r d e r  t o 
ma k e  t h e  d e c i s i o n s  n e c e s s a r y  i n  a d j u s t i n g  t o  l i v i n g  a t  a  hig her de nsity.

Whi le  t e rr ac e  h ou se s  a re , i n so me wa y s, q ui t e di f fe re nt  fr om th e mo d er n
t ownh ou s e, t h e ba si c  i ss u es  c ov e re d i n Ch ap t er  1 5  c on ce r nin g goo d de si gn, al so 
ap pl y t o t er rac e h ou ses . I n some way s, ter ra ce h o us e s  me e t  ma n y  o f  t he s e  de s i g n
c r it e r i a b e t te r  th a n  ou r  c on t e mp o r a r y  t o wn h o u s e s . Th i s  i s  p o s s i b l y  o n e  o f  t h e 
r e a s o n s  wh y  t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  s o  e a g e r l y  s o u g h t  a f t e r .

HOW WELL BUILT IS IT?
I f  we  b el i e v e t h e s t o ri e s , t h i n gs  we re  a lwa y s  b e t t er  b u il t  i n t h e o l d  day s. Don 't you 
bel ieve i t. I f you have s een en ough b uildin gs dur ing al te rat ion s, yo u k no w t hat  t her e
we re  go od, a ver age , bad  an d ter rib le  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  i n  t h e  'g o o d  o l d  d a y s '.

So how will you know if this 100-year-old terrace you are contemplating
buying is as well-built as the agent and the fresh coat of  p ain t s ee ms to su gge st? 
Th e ans wer  i s t hat  y ou may  n ot be ab le to fi nd out  u nle ss yo u a re a bui lde r or
ar ch ite ct. So s eek  t hei r ad vi ce in ch eck ing  t he qua li ty of th at exp en siv e p ie ce of
hi st ory  yo u hav e j us t fallen in love with. Also read Chapter 13, 'Buying to Alter',
especially the section 'Hidden Problems'.

RESTORATION
Ov er  t h e d e c ad e s , b u i ld i n g s d e c ay , a nd  a re  a l te r e d  b y  g en e r a ti o n s o f  own e r s a n d 
o c cu p i e rs . Man y  of  t h es e  a lt e r a ti o n s  a r e  o f t e n u n s ymp a t h e t i c  t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l 
q u a l i t y  a n d  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e .
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T o  r e s t o r e  a  b u i l d i n g  t o  i t s  o r i g i n a l  s t a n d a r d  i s  o f t e n  t i m e - consuming, costly,
requiring special architectural skill, and somet i me s  c on t r a di c t or y  t o p r e se n t 
b u il d i n g r e g ul a t io n s  an d  l if e s t yl e  p r e f e r e n c e s . I t  i s  n o t  a  j o b  t h a t  a n  a ma t e u r  c a n 
e a s i l y  t a k e  o n . Fortunately, there are now architects who have specialised and
e s ta b l i sh e d  a r e pu t a t io n  i n j u s t s u c h r e st o r a ti o n  wo r k . Th e y  a r e  we l l  k n o wn
t h ro u g h  h i s t or i c  t r u s t c i r cl e s , a n d  th e  va r i o us  St at e  Cha p t e rs  o f  t h e  R o y a l 
Au s t r a l i a n  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Ar c h i t e c t s .

If your aspirations are towards historic restoration, it is wise to c o n t a c t  s u c h 
a r c h i t e c t s  a n d  s e e k  t h e i r  a d v i c e .

IF YOU PLAN TO ALTER
A t er ra c e ho u se  i s n o di f fe re nt  to  a n y ot he r  h ou s e if  y o u pl a n to  a l te r it . Cha pte r 13,
'Buy ing  To  Alte r' a pp lie s a s equ all y to ter ra ce hou se s a s  t o  t h e  1 9 5 0 s ' t r i p l e - f r o n t e d 
b u n g a l o w .


