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Locality History 

The suburb of Brunswick is part of the traditional land of the Wurundjeri who 

occupied this area, which they named Iramoo, for many thousands of years. The area 

achieved local governance as the newly formed Borough of Brunswick in 1857; the 

municipality was elevated to the Town of Brunswick in 1888 and to the City of 

Brunswick in 1908. Brunswick is now part of a larger municipal area, the City of 

Moreland, which was formed in 1994 through an amalgamation of the former City of 

Fitzroy, the former City of Coburg, and a small area of the former City of Fitzroy. 

 

Brunswick, located a few miles north of central Melbourne, was first surveyed in 

1839 to provide 16 farming allotments ranging in size from 100 to 300 acres. The 



early allotments each had a frontage to either the Moonee Ponds or Merri Creeks and 

to a rough north–south track that soon became known as the Sydney Road. The 

allotments were quickly sold over three auctions, mostly to private speculators, and 

re-subdivision began almost immediately. On the west side of Sydney Road James 

Simpson subdivided his allotment, creating Albert (then Carmarthen) and Victoria 

(then Llandillo) streets. When Thomas Wilkinson purchased the allotment on the 

opposite side of Sydney Road he extended Victoria and Albert streets. This pattern 

was repeated many times, and each time the land was divided into smaller and smaller 

allotments (Context 1990:10). In the 1840s the early settlement at the southern end of 

Brunswick on the west side of Sydney Road was known as Phillipstown. 

 

The Colony of Victoria expanded rapidly during the 1850s with the gold rushes and in 

the twenty years between 1846 and 1865 Brunswick's population grew from 146 to 

3000, creating a strong demand for housing. People were drawn by the considerable 

local industry, including stone quarries, brick-works and potteries, and steel works. 

The sequence of subdivision generally followed transport and access routes. The 

opening of the railway to Coburg in 1884 and the cable tram along Sydney Road in 

1887, providing direct access to the centre of the city of Melbourne, encouraged the 

subdivision and development of land along these routes. Sydney Road became a busy 

hub of commercial development, with the strip characterised by double-storey 

Victorian-era shopfronts, with many highly decorative ‘boom style’ examples. 

 

Brunswick developed as a self-contained and close-knit community that was home to 

rich and poor. Whilst the vast bulk of its housing was built for the working and artisan 

classes, there was also a sprinkling of more salubrious residences occupied by the 

middle-class factory owners, merchants and professionals, notable in Park Street and 

Brunswick Road. These were generally brick with some early bluestone examples. A 

large number of double-storey brick terraces in south Brunswick were erected in the 

period of the 1870s to 1890. Mansions were rare, with Michael Dawson’s 

‘Dawsonhurst’ built in the 1850s on his Phoenix Park estate (demolished 1880s) being 

a notable exception. 

 

The process of subdivision of the larger estates for house blocks accelerated rapidly 

during the economic boom of the 1880s, and was accompanied by an escalation in 

land prices; in the twenty years from 1865 to the 1880s the population of Brunswick 

more than tripled to 14,000. Many of the houses built during the boom were small 

cottages, particularly in the form of terrace housing, which were built to accommodate 

the growing number of workers employed in the expanding local industries. A large 

proportion of workers’ housing was erected a rental accommodation. Typically, it was 

the members of the local middle class and the aspiring working class, who were 

engaged in speculative housing development, became the landlords for many local 

workers’ rental accommodation. These small tenements were either weatherboard, 

often block-fronted, or built from locally made bricks and often using decorative bi-

chromatic treatments. A network of laneways served rear outside toilets on the narrow 

allotments. Although they were small dwellings with only a pocket handkerchief front 

garden, the workers’ cottages of Brunswick, like others across inner suburban 

Melbourne, were usually plumbed for cooking and washing purposes and ‘offered 

living space and a level of material comfort well beyond the reach of the urban poor 

in other countries’ (Dingle 1984: 173).  

 



The push for thrift, sobriety, self-improvement and industriousness among the poorer 

classes, keenly advocated by the Protestant churches, had its ultimate goal in home 

ownership (Davison 1978: 177). Building societies, which required members to make 

regular contributions, played an important role in enabling working men to acquire 

their own homes. Victoria’s first building society had been established in 1858 to help 

house the booming population on Bendigo’s goldfields. This was followed by a string 

of others, including the Fourth Victoria Permanent Building Society in 1867, which 

was responsible for constructing many Melburnian homes, including several 

throughout Brunswick and its surrounds (Victorian Building Societies Association 

1981:11-12). Building societies mushroomed during Melbourne’s property boom of 

the 1880s and their widespread operations made a significant contribution to 

speculative property development.  

 

Following the bank crash of 1891 and the extended depression of the 1890s, 

development ground to a halt. Many newly built houses in Brunswick were left vacant 

and many of the new estates offered for sale toward the end of the boom remained 

undeveloped until the early twentieth century (Historica 2010:59-62). There was 

considerable unemployment and financial distress amongst residents. Many were 

unable to keep up with the instalments on their new homes and faced foreclosure by 

the buildings societies. 

 

Development recommenced during the early-twentieth century when houses began to 

be built on the vacant nineteenth-century subdivisions. As such, many of the new 

dwellings were constrained by small narrow blocks. Also, perhaps due to the overall 

retarding effect of the depression, a relatively high proportion of new houses built in 

the early 1900s fit with the so-called ‘Victorian Survival’ style (c.1895–1914) 

(Johnston and Oliver 1994). Renewed local prosperity in the early 1900s was fuelled 

by a boom in industrial development in Brunswick, which benefited from the 

introduction of import duties after Federation. 

 

There was another burst of prosperity in the period following World War I and by 

1930 there were 300 factories in Brunswick, employing over 6000 workers (Historica 

2010:32). These were predominantly in the clothing, textiles and footwear industries, 

which employed a significant number of women workers. During this time, many of 

the nineteenth-century subdivisions were re-offered for sale whilst the remaining 

areas of farming land and large estates in the east and west of Brunswick were carved 

up to meet the unprecedented demand for housing. By the end of the 1930s the 

suburban development of Brunswick was almost complete (Context 1990:12). 

 

In 1905 the population had reached 24,000 and by 1928 it had more than doubled to 

55,799 (Barnes 1987:64). The rapid growth of Brunswick during the early twentieth 

century was once again driven by the expansion of employment opportunities and 

improvements to public transport. The crash of 1929 and the ensuing Great 

Depression hit Brunswick hard, with thousands of men and women out of work and 

facing financial distress. 

 

The large population was served by a large number of churches. The major Christian 

denominations had a strong presence in Brunswick and there was also a relatively 

strong representation of less common, minor sects. Hotels and picture theatres were 

also an important part of social life. Public buildings were well built, and were centred 



around the corner of Sydney Road and Dawson Street. The City of Brunswick opened 

Victoria Park in 1908 and opened the avant garde Brunswick Baths (HO61) in 1913, 

which was a notably early municipal swimming pool. Brunswick was not well 

endowed with areas for public recreation, which was compensated to some extent by 

the suburb’s close proximity to the extensive Royal Park. Some of its public parks, 

such as Gilpin Park and Clifton Park, were developed in more recent times on 

abandoned industrial land.  

 

After World War II, cheap housing in Brunswick attracted a growing migrant 

population, of predominantly European immigrants who had left war-torn Europe. 

Many migrants found employment in local factories, such as Craig and Seeley, 

Holeproof Hosiery, Lincoln Mills, Millers Ropeworks and Gordon Brothers. The 

influx of Europeans to the suburb saw many existing nineteenth century and early 

twentieth century dwellings modified and modernised, and suburban flower gardens 

transformed into productive fruit and vegetable gardens. Through the postwar 

decades, social and cultural life became richly diverse in terms of language, food and 

music, and Sydney Road developed a distinctive Mediterranean character. 

Commercial development was reinvigorated along Sydney Road, with many shop 

premises taken over by migrants, who opened businesses such as licensed 

delicatessens, restaurants and cafes, barber shops, green grocers and ‘continental’ 

butchers. Other shops and several picture theatres were demolished to make way for 

large supermarkets.  

 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the character of the suburb of Brunswick has been 

strongly shaped by its early industrial development, left-wing politics and social 

diversity. In the early 1900s it became a strong bastion of the labour movement and in 

the 1930s was a stronghold of the Communist Party. In the latter decades of the 

twentieth century, Brunswick became known for its progressive environmental 

politics, reflected in its extensive use of Eucalypts and Melaleucas as street tree 

plantings. The many layers of history in Brunswick — from the 1840s and up until the 

postwar period, when it became the ‘most ethnically diverse’ suburb in Melbourne 

(McConville 1989: 127) — remain evident in the physical fabric of the suburb. 

 

 

Historical Context 

Moreland’s natural landform and the way it was mapped and organised for 

subdivision set a pattern for how its roads and transport routes would emerge and 

develop in the municipality. Brunswick’s parish land was divided into relatively 

narrow strips on either side of Sydney Road. Many of its thoroughfares subsequently 

evolved from lanes that ran along the boundaries of larger allotments, giving 

Brunswick the tight grid of streets that characterise its urban setting today. The north-

south road that became Sydney Road was the one public road that surveyor Robert 

Hoddle reserved when he surveyed the northern part of the parish (Summerton 

2010:34).  

 

During the early twentieth century, the introduction of duties on imported goods had 

led to a boom in local manufacturing, and by 1930 there were 300 factories in 

Brunswick employing over 6,000 workers (Historica 2010:32). In the latter half of the 

1920s, thousands of local residents worked in textile and rope manufacturing. Textile 

industries were not new in the suburb. Firms such as the Henderson Shirt Factory in 



Brunswick Road, the Lattner Hat Factory at 20 Dawson Street (now occupied by the 

Victoria Police Road Safety Task Force), Stephens & Co. clothing factory in Grey 

Street and Hodgson Street, H.H. Mann (Peerless) Silk Mills in Manallak Street, the 

Lane Shirt Factory in Union Street, and the Olsen Clothing Factory in Victoria Street 

were just some of the businesses operating from the late nineteenth century and early 

years of the twentieth century. The two largest textile mills were Prestige and 

Holeproof. By the end of the 1930s Brunswick and Coburg had become the centre of 

the Australian hosiery industry and the district maintained this position for over thirty 

years (Historica 2010:104-05). 

 

History 

A large brick factory was built on the site of 29 Dawson Street, Brunswick, in c.1909 

for James Miller (RB 1908, 1909; Vines & Churchward 1992a:71). Miller also owned 

a 16¾ acre block alongside (RB 1909). In December 1910, the property is described 

in the Rate Books as a ‘brick factory’ and ‘rope works’ and the owner is listed as 

James Miller & Co. (RB 1911, 1912).  

 

The Miller & Co. rope works underwent substantial renovations in c.1930, designed 

by architects Sale & Keage (Construction and Local Government Journal, 26 

February 1930:15). The net annual value of the property more than doubled after the 

extensions, from £700 to £1500 (RB 1929 & 1930). The Record newspaper confirms 

that the extensions cost £80,000 (Record, 12 April 1930:4). By November 1958, the 

net annual value of the property was £9000 (RB 1958/59).  

 

Miller’s was one of the largest rope manufacturers in Victoria (Trioli 1994:132). They 

were known for their Anchor brand twine, rope and cordage (Weekly Times, 4 

October 1930:11; Countryman, 18 October 1929:6). Miller opened his first factory in 

Emerald Hill (now South Melbourne) in 1862. The works were then transferred to 

Yarraville in 1890. The partnership between James Miller and Alexander Gray was 

formed into a private company on 7 September 1898, with the aforementioned men as 

directors, in addition to Thomas Hogg (James Miller & Co. & Heintz, 1962). 

 

By the late nineteenth century, Brunswick was one of the only suburbs close to central 

Melbourne where there was enough space to establish rope making factories (Vines & 

Churchward 1992a:70; Trioli 1994:131). Brunswick was also home to a large labour 

force, particularly female employees, who were hard to employ at their Yarraville 

factory (Trioli 1994:131; James Miller & Co. & Heintz 1962; Trioli 1994:131)  

 

The acid fumes from nearby factories in Yarraville apparently prompted the move to 

Brunswick, as the roof of this factor as well as the products themselves were 

deteriorating (James Miller & Co. & Heintz 1962; Trioli 1994:131). Miller & Co. 

purchased the land in Dawson street in 1908 for 300 pounds per acre, and by 1909 the 

factory was in production. Newspapers published articles marvelling at the new 

factory; the modern equipment and facilities (Examiner, 17 April 1930:6, Advocate, 

24 September 1930:9; Vines & Churchward 1992b:26). In 1916 James Miller retired 

as managing director and chairman (James Miller & Co. & Heintz 1962). 

 

In 1929 all production was located at the Brunswick factory and the Yarraville factory 

was sold the following year. By the mid-1930s the Brunswick factory was employing 

approximately 500 workers (Trioli 1944:132). Miller’s head office was transferred 



from central Melbourne to Brunswick in 1942. The government asked Miller’s to 

expand their production of linen thread and flax yarn, due to the enormous amount of 

flax growing through Australia. Consequently, Miller’s established a linen thread mill 

in Warragul in 1945. In 1955 Miller & Co. became a public company and at their 

centenary anniversary, they were ‘Australia’s largest manufacturer of rope, cordage 

and associated products (James Miller & Co, & Heintz 1962). 

 

Miller’s rope works closed during the 1970s (RB 1971/72 & 1978/79; Government 

Gazette of the State of New South Wales, 19 January 1919: 306). The buildings were 

acquired by the Education Department and are currently being used by RMIT 

University as part of their textile school. (Barnes 1987:39). 

 

References 

Advocate, as cited. 

Australasian, as cited. 

Barnes, Les 1987, It Happened in Brunswick, 1837-1987, Brunswick Community 

History Group, Brunswick. 

Broome, Richard et al. (eds) 2016, Remembering Melbourne: 1850–1960. Royal 

Historical Society of Victoria, Melbourne. 

Construction and Local Government Journal, as cited. 

Context Pty Ltd 1990, ‘Keeping Brunswick’s Heritage’, prepared for Brunswick City 

Council. 

Countryman, 18 October 1929:6. 

Davison, Graeme 1978, The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne. Melbourne 

University Press, Carlton. 

Dingle, Tony 1984, Settling, Fairfax Syme & Weldon, McMahons Point (NSW). 

Encyclopedia of Melbourne: http://www.emelbourne.net.au/ 

Examiner, as cited. 

Government Gazette of the State of New South Wales. 

Historica 2010, ‘City of Moreland Thematic History’, prepared for the City of 

Moreland. 

James Miller & Co. & Heintz, Alfred 1962, The James Miller Story, James Miller & 

Co., Brunswick. 

Johnston, Chris and Lynne Oliver 1994, ‘Brunswick House Styles’ in Helen Penrose 

(ed.), Brunswick: One history, many voices. City of Brunswick, pp. 77-82. 

Lowenstein, Wendy 1978, Weevils in the Flour: An oral record of the 1930s 

Depression in Australia, Hyland House, Melbourne.  

McConville, Chris 1989, Aird’s Guide to Melbourne. Aird Books, Melbourne. 

Trioli, Cecile 1994, ‘Industry and identity 1900-1939’ in Penrose, Helen (ed.) 

Brunswick: One history, many voices, The Law Printer, South Melbourne. 

Victorian Building Societies Association 1981, Homes for Victorians: The role of the 

building societies. Victorian Building Societies Association, Melbourne. 

Victorian Heritage Database: http://vhd.heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/ 

Vines, Gary & Matthew Churchward 1992a, North Suburbs Factory Study Part One: 

History and Analysis, Historic Buildings Council and Melbourne’s Living Museum of 

The West Inc., Highpoint City. 

Vines, Gary & Matthew Churchward 1992b, North Suburbs Factory Study Part Two: 

Citations, Historic Buildings Council and Melbourne’s Living Museum of The West 

Inc., Highpoint City. 

Weekly Times, 4 October 1930:11. 

http://www.emelbourne.net.au/


 

Description and Integrity 

The building at 29 Dawson Street, Brunswick, formerly part of a large industrial 

complex of James Miller and Co. Rope Works, is the last remaining building of this 

important local industry. 29 Dawson Street now forms part of the Brunswick campus 

of RMIT University where it used by the School of Textiles. The interior has been 

adapted for use as studios and has been extended with a row of offices facing the 

inner garden of RMIT. The north and east facades are clearly identifiable as part of 

the former rope works, but the west and south elevations have been modified with 

new and adapted parts of buildings.  

 

The building is located close to, and is highly visible from the Upfield railway line 

where the façade is of red brick and render with the James Miller and Son Pty Ltd 

sign in applied lettering. Modifications have taken place to the facade including the 

addition of several roller doors and new rain heads and downpipes. The roof form is 

of an industrial sawtooth design set behind a parapet and there are a series of 

clerestory windows that light the interior. 29 Dawson Street is likely to have been part 

of the extensions to James Miller & Co. in 1930 as evidenced by the plain brickwork 

and restrained render details.  

 

Comparative Analysis 

Brunswick had a good reputation for ropeworks and cordage manufacture, due to its 

proximity to the city and the availability of large, flat vacant land. Ropemaking 

required a large flat area of land to accommodate the necessarily long ‘ropewalks’ 

which the rope was drawn out during twisting.  

 

Ropeworks once operating in Brunswick included: 

 Moreland Rope Works, 1871, established by Robert Bugg  

 Brunswick Rope Works, Albion Street, Jack & Maclean, 1888-1898 

 George Jones' Rope and Twine Makers, De Carle Street, 1897 (demolished) 

 McNally's Rope Factory, John Street 

 F.J. Wolfe Cordage Manufacturers, 399-401 Albion Street on the site of the 

former Brunswick Rope Works, (HO261) 

 Down & Sons, established Sydney Road in 1888, then Tinning Street from 

1892, renamed Samson Cordage Works (HO177)  

 James Miller & Co, Dawson Street, 1909, expanded in 1930, closed in 1970s.  

 

 
7-9 Cassells Road, Brunswick, part of Downs & Sons rope and cordage works, 

HO177 



 
F.J. Wolfe Cordage Manufacturer, 399-401 Albion Street, Brunswick (HO261)  

 

Another rope works has all but disappeared, the former Donaghy's at 95 Pakington 

Street, Geelong West (HO741), was incorporated into a shopping complex c.2000. A 

rope walk (removed 2017) was constructed of timber and corrugated iron and was 

originally approximately 500 metres in length.  

 

The former Downs & Sons, although now converted to apartments, is the most intact 

rope works in Brunswick and the best surviving in Melbourne. 29 Dawson Street is 

the only surviving building of the largest rope works in Brunswick and has been 

incorporated into RMIT’s Brunswick campus. Its current use is as the weaving studio 

for the School of Textiles.  

 

Assessment Against Criteria 

 

CRITERION G: Strong or special association with a particular community or 

cultural group for social, cultural or spiritual reasons. This includes the significance 

of a place to Indigenous peoples as part of their continuing and developing cultural 

traditions (social significance). 

 

The social value of 29 Dawson Street has not been investigated as part of this 

assessment, however as the factory closed in the 1970s it may be expected that former 

employees of James Miller & Co. may have some association or attachment to the last 

remaining part of the works.  

 

 

Statement of Significance 

 

What is Significant? 

The brick building at 29 Dawson Street, Brunswick, as part of the former James 

Miller & Co. rope works, established in Brunswick in 1909 and extended in 1930, is 

significant. 29 Dawson Street is the only remaining part of large complex that formed 

the largest and oldest rope manufacturing business in Melbourne.  

 

How is it significant? 



29 Dawson Street, Brunswick, is of local historical significance to the City of 

Moreland.  

 

Why is it significant? 

The former factory building at 29 Dawson Street, Brunswick, is historically 

significant as part of the former James Miller and Co. rope works, initially established 

in South Melbourne in 1862, later moving to Yarraville in 1890 before establishing in 

Brunswick in 1909 and consolidating the whole business there in 1929. It is a rare 

surviving building associated with this once important local industry. Rope and 

cordage manufacturing is historically a highly significant industry in Brunswick with 

several manufacturers including Moreland Rope Works operating from 1871, Downs 

& Sons (later Samson Cordage Works) from 1888, amongst several others. Miller’s 

are historically significant as manufacturers of Anchor brand rope, twine and cordage 

and later, linen thread and flax yarn. Their business was the largest such industry in 

Brunswick, employing 500 people at the height of production after 1930. 29 Dawson 

Street survives with a compatible use as part of the School of Textiles and as a 

weaving studio for RMIT. (Criterion A)  

 

29 Dawson Street, as the last surviving part of the largest rope works in Brunswick is 

a survivor of this important industry. Together with F.J. Wolfe in Albion Street and 

Downs & Sons in Tinning Street, these sites represent evidence of the manufacturing 

of rope and other products in Brunswick. Although 29 Dawson Street is less intact 

than Downs & Co. it is rare evidence of the rope making industry in Brunswick, and, 

like F.J. Wolfe, is enhanced by highly visible signage in a panel at parapet level.  

(Criterion B) 

 

Planning Control Recommendations 

 

Recommended for inclusion in the Schedule to the Heritage Overlay of the Moreland 

Planning Scheme as an individually Significant place. 

 

Recommendations for the Schedule to the Heritage Overlay (Clause 43.01) in the 

Moreland Planning Scheme: 

 

External Paint Colours  

Is a permit required to paint an already painted surface? 

No 

Internal Alteration Controls  

Is a permit required for internal alterations?  

No 

 

Tree Controls  

Is a permit required to remove a tree? 

No 

Victorian Heritage Register 

Is the place included on the Victorian Heritage 

Register? 

No 

Incorporated Plan  

Does an Incorporated Plan apply to the site? 

No 

Outbuildings and fences exemptions  

Are there outbuildings and fences which are not exempt 

from notice and review?  

No 

 

Prohibited uses may be permitted  No 

 



Can a permit be granted to use the place for a use which 

would otherwise be prohibited?  

Aboriginal Heritage Place 

Is the place an Aboriginal heritage place which is 

subject to the requirements of the Aboriginal Heritage 

Act 2006? 

No 

 

 

 


