For years prior to the appointment of the present Melbourne and
Hefropolitan Tremways Board in 1936, it had been recognised that the
accommodation provided for the official and clerical staffs in the Head
Office in Bourke Street was qulte inadequate, and that the overerowding
was not conduciPe either to health or efficiency, With the object of
improving matters, the old Board purchased land at the Little Collins
8treet—Godfrey Street corner in 1935, and one of the first decisions of
the new Board was to proceed with the erection of a new bullding as soon
as possible. Work was commenced in October, 1936. '

At the same time, recognising that it would be highly unprofitable
to have the o0ld building standing empty, the Board instructed 1ts agent
(the Hon. J« G. Membrey) to get into touch with the Postmaster—General's
Department, believing that such a buillding, immediately opposite the
General Post Office, would provide all the additional accommodatlon
required by that Department for many years to come, Carrying out his
instructions, Mr. Membrey interviewed the Digtrict Ipspector (Mr. A.
Jackson) of the Postal Department on the 5th October, and on the following
day (6th) forwarded the plans of the bullding and suggested an inspection.
Mr, Membrey added that if the Inspector found the building sultable he -
would at once enter into negotiations regarding the duratlion of the lease
and the rqptal. Mr, Crutch, of the Postal Department, inspected the
building the same day with other officlials, and on his request Mr, Membrey,
on the 7th October, wrote Mr. Mackennal, Works Director, Department of
the Interior, Pogt Office Pjaee, with the offer'to let the whole of the
property at £2,300 per annum, Alternatively, lir. Membrey said that if the
Department did not require the whole of the premises, the Bpoard would be
prepared to give the ground and first floors for £1,600 per annum,

Nothing came of those negotiatlons.

Early in 1937, Mr. Membrey approached the P.M.G.'s. Department

once more. On this occasion he was informed that on no account would the

Department rent a place. If it was found that additional accommodation
b

was required-—which was not considered probable~-then the “epartment

would carry through a re=building scheme on its Elizabeth Street property.
The Department informed Mr. Membrey also, when he offered the building |
for sale at £20,000, that such a proposal would not be considered. Not

satiefied with those replies, Mr. Membrey sought an interview with the
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head of the Department, Mr. (now Sir Harry) H. P. Brown, and discussed the
matter thoroughly with him. Writing to Mr. Membrey a few days later (22nd
February, 1937), the Director General, in contradistinetion to his offigers,
gadd that his Department had made 51nqn1rles s » 4 » When the question of
renewal of the lease of other premises was under consideration last year,"

but these "were not pursued when 1% was learned thnt the Tramways building

could not be made available until May next." Mr. Brown concluded by aaying

that “the Department is net in need of additional ascommodation beyond that

which it new has or ean readily vossess in Commonweslth buildings.”
From the above paragraph it will be geen that when the Board first

approached the P.M.G.'s. Departmen$, "the lease of other premises waz under
consideration,” and that the Board's offer was rejesisd not beacuse, 28
gtated to Mr. Membrey by offleials, the Post 0ffloe would re<build at
Elizabeth Straet 4P additionnl accommoedsation wag Tound necessary, bhub
because "the tramway building could not be made available uniil May next.®
It will be noted alse that although the Director=General in that lelter of
the 22nd February states explicitly that the Department "iz not in need of
additional accommodation," it L5 the assme Department which eventuzlly
sgrees to become sub=lessees of that same properiy for‘£3484 per annus
which they could have had fer £2,300 ; even less, indeed, for Hr, Hembrey
affirms thet in a lzst effort to induce the Post Office to tske the
building he offered 1%, while other negotiations were in progress in the
first half of 1938 at 2 much redueed figure,

Puring 211 those monthe a large sign intimating that the bullding
was for sale or to let had been displayed =eross the front of the Hsad
offise, In addition, practieally every real estale and properﬁy agent in
Melbourne had had their agtention direeted to the faet that the building
was for gsle or to let, and naturally there was no% one who did not sound
their clientz or prospegds on the matfer. No response was recsived, and
in Augus$, 1937, the building was effered for gale at public auctiony the
reserve price being that sugsested by two firme of valuers, £22,500, No
bid was made,

Hearing that Bushell's Tga Company was in the merket for a
building %o serve 2s Melbourne headquarters, Nr, lombrey approached the
Joeal manager, ¥ho appesved to be well satisfied with the bullding but who
was doubtful as %o whether his Compsny would purchage even at the figure

to which 1t had been reduced, £20,000, Mr., Membrey visited Sydney and
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interviewed the principals of the Company. The parties could come to no

agrecment over the purchase price, and the visit was aecordingly fruiltless.

Towzrds the end of the year 1937, Mr. 8t. Clair, of Messrs
Appleton & Co., saw Mr, Membrey and intimated that he thought he had a client
whom, he thought, would be willing to either purchase or lease the premises
1f suitable terms could be arranged. Mr, St. Glair introduced Mr., Drysdale
Bett, of Radio Times, to Mr. Membrey, who thereupon began negotiations which
dragged on for many weeks. Mr. Membrey, in a signed statement, hae recorded
that he found Mr, Bett the most difficult man he had ever had te meet on
business ; indeed, he found 1t so impossible to pin Mr. Bett dewn %o
anything that eventually he introduced him to the Chnirman of the Board
(Mr., H., H. Bell), who endeavoured over some weeks to conclude an agreement
with Mr, Bett.

While these negotiations first between Mr, Membrey and Mr, Bett
and secondly between the Chairman and Mr. Bett were pursuing their
indefinite course, the Board, as a gesture of goodwill to returned men,
granted a short lease of three floors of the bullding =2t £7 per week to the
Returned Sailors' and Soldiers! Imnerial League of Australia pending the
completion of the new Anzac House. As Mr, Bett desired accommodation
urgently for Radio Times, the Board agreed to the R.S.S.I.L.A. sub=letting
part of the premises to Mr, Bett, who was, however, 1% should be noted,
the tenant of the Association and whose sub-=let therefore had %o expire
with the leagse to the Associatlon.

By February, 1938, Mr, Bett had offered to purchasge the property
for £20,000 on terms consisting of a deposit of £2,000 with a mortgage for
10 years on the balance of £18,000, The Chajirman declined to sell the
property on such terms, and in turn sugeested a lease for five years at
£1,000 per snnum, plus rates and taxes, with the right %o sub-lease and =n
ontion of purchase 2t £20,000. As no fin=1lity appeared posslbie, the
Chairman was on the point ¢f deeiding to wumwmrkkkiy cummarily terminate
the negotistions when he had to leave for his tour 2broad.

Mr. W. J. MeGrath, vho had been appointed Deputy Chalrman of the
Board, resumed negotiations with Mr. Bett in Aoril, and found himself with
Aifficulties similar to thoge encountered by the Chairman and Mr, lembrey.
Eventually the Board agreed, on nayment of six months rent £500 in advance,
to give Mr, Bett a lease for one year at £1,000, plus rates and %axes,

with an option for a further eix years from lst July, 1939, and an option
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to purchase at £20,000, %o be exerecised six months before the ekpiry of the
term, and with the right to sub-lease,

On the 3%0t%h June, Mr, McGrath reported to the Board that he had
terminated negotiations with Mr, Bett followlng wpon the fallure of the
latter to comply with the agreement to lodge his cheque for £500, payment in
advance of six monthe rental, The Board endorsed that action by the Deputy
Chairman, and on the same day intimated to the R.8.8,I.L.A. that the Board
required vacant possession of the entire building at midnight. The bullding
was duly surrendered by the R.8,8.I.L.A., but on the morning of let July it
was discovered that Mr.. Bett was stlll in occcupancy, that he had had new
keys fitted to the doors, and that he refused to leave. At the same time,
Mr. Bett asked Mr, Mo@rath to resume negotiations, and that was done after
the Board's solicitor (Mr. W. Slater) had been consulted and had advised
that while Mr, Bett had no locus standl and wae o trespasser, the legal
processes to enforce ejection would take some time. The Beard felt that 1t
was better to get £1,000, plus rates and taxes, than have the building
atanding empty, 2 sourge of much expense, and three days later lr. Bett
exeouted the agreement and lodged a cheque for £500,

gome weeks later the Board was astounded to learn tha® negotintions
were in progress between Mr, Bett and the offiec of the Commonwealth Works
Direstor in Victoria, on behslf of the Pgstmester—Generalte Vepartment, for
a sub=leage of part of the building, particularly =e when conversations were
in progress between the Beoard and lir, Bett, Mr. Membrey had made another
effort to interest the Department in the building and had offered it at =2
figure much below that quoted originally, £2,300. In due course Mr, Bett
applied under the sub-leasing provisions of the lease for oénsent to make
certain interior alterations with the view of sub-leasing the three upper
floore to the Postmaster—Gmneral'e Department. Under the 1éass the Bpard
hed no option but to acceded to the recuest, and on the 23prd -December the
Department entered into a five years lease at £2,704 per annum notwith-
standing the faet that but » few monthe previously it hadhad the opportunity
to lease the whole of the building for a mmuch emaller sum. Subeecuently, it ‘
was learned that the transaction had been carried through by the Works
Department of the Commonwealth, and that the proposed terme had been
recommended to the Minister of Works (Mr, Thorby) by the Dircetor-General
of Works (Mr. Mehaffey).

" In the course of 193%9, having sscured premises in King Street, Nr,
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Bett again approached the Board and sought permission to carry out
extensive alterations and improvenents to the ground floor and basement.
Onee more the Board had no cholee under the lease but to consent, =nd, the
alterations having been effeoted, the P.M.G.'s., Department took ovér for
five years from the 5th January, 1940, a sub-lease of the ground floor
and basement at £780 per annum, Mr. Bett 1s, therefore, receiving a totsl
of £3,484 per annum from the P,M.G.'s. Department,

As the eircumstances surrounding ::i::i:::xzzzggggzignapneared to
the Chairman to be somewhat unusual, he wrote Lieut.-Col. the Hon, T. W,
White, M.H.R., through Mr, Membrey, in December, 1938, who in turn
communicated the facts to the then Postmaster<General (the Hon. Archie

Cameron, M.H.R.) Writing to Lieut.-Col. White on the 9th February, 1939,

lMir, Cameron sald that *he was satisfied thot thebe were no circumstances
of 2 cuestionable charagter associsted with the Stramsaetion.” In addition,

Mr, Cameron added to the various explanations alréady glven by‘otfioials

of his Department as to how the Boardls offer to lease the premises had
been repeatedly rejeeted, Mr, Cameron's version is that the proposal

"was not favourably entertained for the reason that at the time the

Department had c :
elsevhere to meet the normal growth of business." Later, the Department

discovered that its plans "could not be realised, and it became necessary to
re=open the question of seouring the required space in leaged premises, "

¥r, Cameron concluded -

"Af§8r a careful investigation it was found that the only
satisfaetory ascommodation which could be obtained on
ressonable terms was in the premises originally offered
by Mr, Membrey, but which had in the meantime been leased
to the Radlo Times. The space was offered at 3/ per square
foot, but a reduction te 2/9 per square foot was secured
under conditions which included payment of rates and taxes
by the lessor and the re-conditioning of premises and the
maintenance of 1ift services at the expense of the lessor.
The amended proposition was socepted and, as in other
similar transaetions in connection with the le=se of
property for the use of Commonwealth Departments, the
negotiatlons were conducted and brought to finality by
the Yepartment of Works,"

It e more than interesting to direct special attention to the
various officlal explanations for rejecting the repeated otfers'by the

Board., In order they are s=—
Jan‘m. 19}7.“""0!1'101&18 of the P.M.G."'s, Depa.!‘tment inform Mr,

Membrey that on no account will the Dep&rtment
rent a plage. If additional accommodation is

required——which 12 nat sranat Aames o =«
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then the Department would pe~bulld at theip
Elizsbeth Street property.
February, 1937.——The Director-@General of Post»l Services (Mr,
He P. Brown) informs Mr, Membrey that the matter
of leszsing the Bosrd's building had not been
pursued the previous year because 1t had besn
learned that the building would not be availsble
until May, and beceuse the Department was not in
need of additional accommodation "Beyond that
which 1% now has or ean readily posceas in
Commonwealth buildinga."
February, 1939.——The Postmaster-Gensral {Hon. Archie Gameron,
M.HoR.) states in letter to Lieut.-Col. White
that the Bgard's offer had not been favourably
entertained for the reason that at the time the
Department had other plans in contemplation %o
provide agcommnodation clsevhers. .
The ?Pamways Board has no means of knowing which, if =ny, of
those mutually contradictory evplanations 1= correst. All that it can 4o
is to point out that a building which was rejected in the first half of
1933 at a low rental became in the Spring of the same year "the only
sultable agcommodation avallable(vide the atatement by the Minister
for External affalrs, Mr. McEwen in The Age of 1lth October, 1940),
and that the recommendation hy the Director-Genersl of Works in
Canberra (Mr, Mehaffey) that the three floors be leaséd at £2,704 per

annum was adopted and approved by the then Minister for Works (iir.

Thorby ),




