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In this swarming beehive it became 
difficult for residents to tell who was 
who. When British dancer and actor 
Lindsay Kemp visited the house, 
few recognised him. Lindsay says he 
had been invited to Labassa after
a performance of Flowers and was 
painted in his fantastical costume 
by one of the resident artists. The 
identity of the painter and location of
the painting are unknown. Legendary
Blues man Dutch Tilders and abstract 
painter Robert Jacks are believed to 
have lived at the house, but where 
and for how long? 

Some residents were little more than 
avatars, such as ‘the lady in black’, 
and ‘the Goths in the cellar’. These 
human spectres are the real ghosts 
of Labassa, along with the traces of 
a multitude of lives. Fourteen people 
are documented as having died on 
the property, including the first three 
owners – Messrs Billing, Robertson 
and Watson. However, few reports of 
ghostly apparitions, gruesome murder 
and madness seem to align with any
of the known 700-plus residents. 

Among Labassa’s earliest ghost 
stories is one from the 1930s told by 
then nine-year-old Margaret Brown. 
Margaret was put to bed in the tower, 
which her brother swore was haunted 
by owls that had been trapped in the 
roof cavity and died of starvation. 
There was no light in her musty tower 
room and she spent a terrifying night 
listening for the sound of ghostly owls 
swooping down to attack. By the 
1960s an old sea captain was said to 
be frequenting the tower but he had 
apparently moved on by the 1970s. 
Hans Poulsen, widely credited with 
seeing the spectre of a woman in 
white wandering the upstairs hallway, 
says this never happened. 

Stories of hauntings are not surprising: 
as the sun set each day, the mansion 
took on its gothic mantle. With the 
hallway lights no longer working, 
the pitch blackness upstairs was 
sometimes nightmarish, especially for 
children. The stained-glass window, 
a colourful tableau by day, became a 
black-and-white looming presence at 
night. 

Undoubtedly, there is mischief-making behind some ghostly tales. A group of
residents once spooked the neighbours by dressing a dummy and suspending it 
from a rope in the tower viewing room. Practical jokes and madcap experiments 
were popular forms of entertainment. Residents tried to hypnotise each other
or tested the limits of sleep or sensory deprivation by leaving a ‘volunteer’ in a 
dark tower room for an extended period. A few accepted the challenge of being 
blindfolded, driven to an unfamiliar location at night and left to find their way back 
to Labassa without any money or ID. 

Along with its reputation as a picturesque hangout for artists and bohemians came 
the allure of permissiveness. Attitudes abhorrent to mainstream society were often 
overlooked and personal boundaries tested. Sue Cram was woken one night to find 
a projector next to her bed and a screen at the end. Her rather ‘strange’ flatmate 
was showing a ‘semi-pornographic’ film. She lay there frozen until it was over and he 
packed up and left. … 

LABASSA: HOUSE OF DREAMS 
A new, detailed history of Labassa will be available to purchase from the National 
Trust of Australia (Victoria) online shop. The book traces Labassa’s multiple 
metamorphoses from eight-room villa to palatial mansion, from a community of 
families to an enclave for young artists. The mansion’s eleventh-hour rescue by the 
National Trust of Australia (Victoria) is told for the first time. This lavishly designed 
book includes a foreword by Barry Owen Jones AC, endnotes, index and over 100 
photos, many specially commissioned for the book. 

ISBN: 9781743797006  
Format: Hardback  
Pages: 192 pages  
Dimensions: 255mm x 200mm (portrait) 
Weight: 940 grams 
RRP: $39.95  
Publisher: Hardie Grant Books 
Published: October 2020 

Labassa: House of dreams is a limited-
edition publication. You can purchase 
the book now for $39.95 plus $15 
postage using the order form below or by 
visiting our online shop. The book will be 
distributed from November 2020. 
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