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Pre Fab memories

HOMES FOR THE WORKERS: The History of the
Narrabundah Pre Fabs. By Alan Foskett. Narrabundah Pre
Fabs History Group. 20 | pp. $30.

Reviewer: ROBERT WILLSON

hen the National Capital Planning and

Development Committee proposed that 362

temporary homes, known as ‘‘Pre Fabs”’, be

erected in Narrabundah to house tradesmen
engaged in building Canberra after World War II, one
member of the committee, Charles Daley, bitterly opposed
the idea.

Daley had already opposed earlier workers’ family
settlements such as Westlake and Russell Hill and seems
to have regarded them as a kind of urban disease to be
quarantined and hidden. He had the same concerns
about the Narrabundah proposal in 1946. When he lost
the battle to stop the scheme, he at least made sure that
quick-growing trees were planted along Canberra
Avenue to hide what he believed was an ugly residential
development. So visitors to Canberra never saw the
Narrabundah Pre Fabs and knew nothing of them. They
were out of sight and out of mind.

Even today the history of the community of workers
and their families who made their homes in that
“temporary’’ settlement is largely unknown, except to
the families and their descendants. Some of these people,
proud of their heritage, formed a history group and
invited Canberra historian Alan Foskett to research and
write the story. This splendid book, Homes for the Workers,
is the result.

Foskett has a remarkable record of researching
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forgotten aspects of the urban history of the national
capital and has about 33 books to his credit on aspects of
this theme. This book is divided into two parts. The first
documents the full history of the area and the building
and development of the Pre Fab Settlement, from the days
when it consisted of 21 streets, named by numbers.
Today the numbers have been replaced by names.

About 25 years ago the area became part of the NCDC's
Narrabundah Regeneration Project. An offer was made to
tenants by the Department of the Capital Territory to
purchase the Pre Fabs they had previously rented. Today
the settlement which Charles Daley had so opposed is-a
highly desirable area with values he would have found
unbelievable. Most of the original demountables have
been replaced or redeveloped. But that area was once
home to pioneers of modern Canberra and memories of
those who lived there are precious.

The second half of the book consists of fascinating
personal recollections by residents and former residents of
the little enclave. I found the memories of Janice Flaherty,
a member of the Chalker family, particularly valuable and
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evocative. The Chalkers lived at No 7 Second Street, later
renamed Keira Street. She recalled that years later she
watched the hardy plum tree outside her childhood home
being chopped down. The tree had probably saved her
grandmother’s life one night. Grandmother had been
putting out the garbage when a car came speeding
around the corner, lost control and hit the tree but not
her. So they felt protective of that tree.

Janice Flaherty summed up what many residents felt.
These little houses, though freezing cold in winter and
unbearably hot in summer, were a stable place to call
home, to raise a family, grow a garden and be part of a
community.

Homes for the Workers is a treasure store of memories
that would otherwise be lost. The book is illustrated with
a large collection of family snapshots, all helping to put
faces to the names. Canberra is almost 100 years old.
Think how valuable these records and memories will be
when we celebrate our 200th birthday. I commend Alan
Foskett for another splendid piece of research.

% Robert Willson is a retired Anglican priest and teacher.



