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1. Introduction 

Melbourne’s unsanitary conditions in the 1880s resulted in the Melbourne and 

Metropolitan Board of Works (MMBW) established in 1891, to treat the Australian city’s 

sewage and supply water. The following year, the MMBW established the Metropolitan 

Sewerage Farm to treat Melbourne’s sewage. It progressively built cottages across the vast 

and isolated site for its growing workforce and their families to make a home, resulting in a 

community growing on site.  

Such communities develop into sewerage town communities (figure 1).  

A recent study of sewerage town communities in Australia and the UK highlighted 

the inclusivity and connectedness within these communities as they live segregated from 

mainstream populations. Abjected to endure prejudice because of their association with 

sewerage, they flourish in their margins and experience a utopian ideology where the 

individual finds belonging and acceptance. These powerful attributes remain once the 

community abandons the town, as a spiritual essence emanating in the sewerage ghost 

town.  

This paper focuses on the sewerage farm community living on Melbourne’s 

Metropolitan Sewerage Farm for around 100 years, and the poetics of creative writing 

methodology utilised to capture its social history.  

2. Poetics of creative writing research 

A poetics of creative writing research methodology provided a solid foundation for a 

multilayered and multidisciplinary approach to rethink abject communities through 

sewerage ghost towns. With practice-based research at its core, the methodology supports 
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the implementation of stakeholder engagement as part of Stakeholder theory, to draw out 

understandings of the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm (MSF).  

Writer Kim Lasky believes a poetics of creative writing research provides a means to 

“articulate the relationship between the creative work and the critical context, thinking and 

outcomes”i. Ideas, thinking, application and writing practice are explored and spliced: 

current practice on resilient communities, theoretical ideals around the new community 

that emerges within segregated and abject communities, and concepts of Aboriginal 

spirituality and hauntology on the interconnectedness that exists between human, animal, 

object and land, and all things continuing to connect beyond corporeal existence.  

The poetics methodology affords the chance to interpret the social history of the 

community once living on the MSF through my writing practice and as a stakeholder 

relations practitioner. Elements interweave and work in concert with my writing for an 

evocative expression and haunting truth of the MSF social history through a literary 

nonfiction book and song.  

Author Matthew Ricketson defines truth where the word makes “clear that it is 

actual people, events and issues that are being written about”ii. I add that truth is a 

subjective, historical remembering, a recollection of memories and interpret it in a layering 

stemming back to my work as a visual artist. I write to create texture for movement and 

emotional, evocative and candid expression of a community once living on the MSF, while 

also addressing historical events and contemporary issues of abject communities. My aim is 

to evoke the romantic nostalgia past residents and their families expressed, for a 

revitalising and paradoxical aesthetic of the MSF social history. 

Robust engagement was vital to muster the truth, especially given little had been 

written of this life and generations with recollections were dying. Open channels for 

communication and opportunities for community participation were created to capture 

meaningful historical data — the truth. 

Two way communication was key and involved establishing The faraway land of the 

house and two cows Facebook page where past and present communities gathered to 

share stories and receive information. The page was the catalyst behind the resurrection of 

the almost lost MSF community. Later, a Friends of the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm group 

https://www.facebook.com/MetropolitanSewerageFarm/
https://www.facebook.com/MetropolitanSewerageFarm/
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was established that today, works to advocate and actively preserve, capture and promote 

the culture and heritage of the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm.  

Community participation initiatives encouraged people to participate. Jacqueline 

Clements writes of a community participatory project to produce Carmen as a community 

opera in the Netherlands in 2010. Even with its complexities, the project achieved “artistic 

results and community outcomes by working with a mix of professionals and amateur 

performers”iii. Clements sees community arts projects as having “regained popularity in 

many parts of the world, including the Netherlands, to stimulate regeneration and 

community activation” (Clements, p. 58). Governments recognise the importance of 

creative communities as “a requirement for urban innovation and building economic, social 

and cultural structures” (Clements, p. 58). Stakeholder theory and, more explicitly, 

stakeholder engagement, are about participatory practices that benefit the individual and 

communities economically, socially, emotionally and culturally. 

As an example of community participation, I invited the community to share 

thoughts and stories about life on the MSF (figure 2) over two days during Treatment: 

Flightlines, a large scale public art event where artists interpreted the MSF through their 

art. The reflections provided a basis for a cross art form collaboration with singer-

songwriter, Elle Murphy, to compose lyrics and music. The song, A land faraway, imbues a 

wistful nostalgia and longing spirit of life on the MSF. Working across art forms, according 

to Canadian researchers Diane Conrad and Anita Sinner, brings the unique skills of writers, 

singers, performers and community together to create a wider, more innovative response 

and experience (2015, p. 14). The song will be launched with the book in 2022.   

3. Sewerage towns 

British journalists dubbed Melbourne in the 1880s as Marvellous ‘Smellbourne’ because of 

its unsanitary waste disposal methods. The city was considered the smelliest city in the 

world. Mortality rates from diphtheria and typhoid numbered 86.3 for every 100,000 

inhabitants, compared with 16 in London and 66 in Paris. By 1892, the MMBW established 

the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm on 8000-plus hectares of land on Melbourne’s western 

outskirts, 30 kilometres away.  

http://www.publicartcommission.com/project/treatment-flightlines-2017
http://www.publicartcommission.com/project/treatment-flightlines-2017


The faraway land of the house and two cows: The poetics of creative writing research methodology to capture the social history of the 

sewerage ghost town in Melbourne, Australia 

4 
 

With transport by bicycle, train, horse or foot, workers of the sewerage farm and 

their families lived in cottages the MMBW progressively built in four main housing 

settlements across the sewerage farm. It leased them at a modest cost to its workers, 

along with two cows for the family’s dairy needs. Single men were not afforded a cottage 

and instead, shared sleeping quarters or camped in tents on site, going home to their 

families living in neighbouring towns on their days off. Cottages were in short supply and 

some families camped in tents on the sewerage farm for many years, until a cottage 

became available. The community grew with services that any community required — a 

school in each settlement (figure 3), and a church, community hall, park, post office (figure 

4) and general store, swimming pool (figure 5), sporting and recreation facilities in the 

northern settlement (figure 6) — to live alongside paddocks watered with raw sewage and 

channels transporting sewage and effluent around the site (figure 7). 

The community grew to a peak population of over 500 in the 1950s and was behind 

the making of one of the largest and most important civic works projects undertaken in 

Australia in the 19th century. It provided job security for many men during the 1890s 

economic crash and 1930s depressioniv. 

This is the typical nature of sewerage towns: men, and in modern times women, 

working for a company or organisation in the industry of sewerage, living with their 

families on site or beside a sewerage facility, and community amenity growing around 

them.  

Early workers’ towns like these were known as construction camps in Australia, 

where workers and their families lived beside large construction projects. Today, we hear 

more commonly about mining towns and, internationally, of company towns. These are 

towns where most housing, stores, services and facilities are owned or managed by the 

one company or organisation that employs residents in the town.  

It is worth noting here the difference between sewerage and sewage. By definition, 

sewerage means the entire system used to collect and treat sewage: sewers, channels, 

pipes, pumping stations and other sewage infrastructure. Sewage is the wastewater from 

households — kitchen, laundry, bathroom and toilet — and industry that passes through 

sewers, channels, pipes, pumping stations and other sewage infrastructure.  
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Small, self-sufficient populations with community and social amenity similar to the 

MSF community were found to once exist in Adelaide and Sydney in Australia, and in 

London and Esholt in England. In Esholt, a sewerage town continues to exist to a lesser 

degree in Esholt village, beside the Esholt Sewage Works (figure 8). The cottages were 

purchased in the village many years ago for Esholt Sewage Works employees and their 

families to live in.  

These communities have a unique set of conditions: that of living around sewerage, 

and the resulting isolation, segregation and discrimination because of that.  

When last visited the MSF in 2020, few physical structures remained. The swimming 

pool was filled to repurpose for stormwater treatment; its associated change rooms were 

demolished and rebuilt in the same style as toilet facilities; and the community hall is now 

an education centre. The sports oval and pavilion remain untouched. 

All four schools, the jetty, reservoir, tennis courts and croquet green are all gone. 

Most cottages and their sheds, more than 100 structures, lay buried in deep holes beneath 

where they once stood. Some were relocated into Werribee and Little River. All are gone. 

In physicality, that is. 

The vast lands of the MSF continue to treat over half of the sewage generated by 

Melbourne’s population of 4.8 million on 10,500 hectares, which is about the size of the 

island of Mykonos in Greece. It is known as the Western Treatment Plant, operated by 

Melbourne Water.  

4. The belonging in sewerage town communities 

Sewerage town communities are abjected because of their association with sewerage. 

However, they do not see themselves as living in marginalised abjection, nor of living in the 

adversity others perceive them to be in. In fact, their experience is the opposite: that of 

living a utopian or ideal lifestyle where they are left to prosper as a cohesive community 

and the individual finds belonging and acceptance.  

Many interviewed about living in sewerage towns described a life of freedom, with 

all their needs met. Although living isolated, a strong sense of community ensued as people 
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learned to rely on one another (figure 9). The communities thrived and outsiders 

considered them with derogatory bias that dates back to early beginnings (figure 10).  

Fatima Measham writes that for Werribee, as the nearest town to the MSF, there 

seems to be an image that the place is “a stagnant hole that lies at the outskirts of 

civilisation” (Measham, 2014). Measham is “never sure what people visualise when the 

sewage farm is mentioned”, but says Werribee does not grow poo (Measham, 2014). 

Residents, however, have developed a powerful sense of “stewardship that is communal 

and activist” (Measham, 2014). 

Could it be that the MSF community and other sewerage town communities living 

in marginalised abjection, are examples of strong, resilient communities?  

5. Sewerage ghost towns 

From the once thriving to the now abandoned … a sewerage town community disbands. 

People and homes are nonexistent and all that remains are sparse, dilapidated ruins. The 

place lacking physical life is nothing but a barren and empty sewerage town. Or is it?  

Concepts of hauntology and Australian Aboriginal spirituality provide an 

opportunity to explore the spirit of sewerage towns, the link between animal, object and 

land and all things continuing to connect beyond the corporeal.  

Anthropologist Martha Lincoln and historian Bruce Lincoln define ghost and spirit as 

an intangible substance “that vivifies the body during life, but separates from it at death, at 

which moment bodily matter turns into a corpse, while the essential life-force persists as 

disembodied ‘spirit’”v. It is what can be “sensed and not seen” in a space where the dead 

are not quite gone (Lincoln & Lincoln, 194). It is a sense experienced at sites visited in the 

UK and on the MSF, particularly beside swimming pools and community halls that were the 

heart of sewerage town communities. It is most noticed in the quiet and still, and as 

Australian cultural historian Maria Tumarkin says, is in the emotions these places elicit vi.  

This notion runs throughout my interpretation of the MSF social history, where 

ghosts with their own connection to the MSF narrate the story. The story weaves in a blur 

of the physical and metaphysical, where a rose gold wedding band traverses time and place 

and the ashes of past residents are scattered on the MSF upon their death. Life and death 

become ambiguous, as in the storytelling of the stockmen burying the foetus in the foetus 
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graveyard on the MSF. The space could be described as a traumascape, defined by 

Tumarkin as a connection between people and place (Tumarkin, 2005). Traumascapes are 

full of emotional triggers and can “catalyse and shape remembering and reliving of 

traumatic events” (Tumarkin, 2005) that induce meaning.  

The varying intensity of emotions and sensations triggered come as a haunting 

through the spirit of place, triggers particularly strong in close knit communities. The 

unique human experience of sewerage town communities could intensify this spirit 

because of the deep connectedness and belonging that once existed, the collective essence 

of human experience that remains after it separates from physical life. 

Australian Director and filmmaker Warwick Thornton explores the notion of a life of 

an entirety through his film, The Darkside, with Aboriginal stories of connectedness to life 

and death to the spirit world. In discussion with Professor Marcia Langton, Aboriginal 

people inhabit a world where they “hold the other world, the mimi world, to be true and 

out there and part of the world we live”vii. Mimis are fairy-like beings in Arnhem Land 

folklore that are found anywhere, such as in the fridge or driving a taxi. Aboriginal concepts 

of spirituality link land, soul, object and spirit to continue beyond the physically visible, as a 

holistic interconnectedness. All have a life force and spirit of their own.  

Australian academics Ken Gelder and Jane Jacobs highlight this via a story about the 

bunyip, an Australian ghost. Non-Aboriginal writers represent the bunyip as a frightening 

creature that is never seen and only heard, while an Aboriginal elder describes the bunyip 

as familiar rather than unknown, and empowering rather than unsettling, with “his 

moodjingarl” power that allows the bunyip to go underground with the old man to travel 

together and come out anywhereviii.  

Applying Aboriginal concepts of spirituality to sewerage ghost towns, it is when I 

walk over land on the MSF where homes sleep buried in tombs that my senses are stirred. 

They are places uninhabited, yet inhabited, where the essence or nonphysical part remains 

(figure 11).  

6. Conclusion  

A poetics of creative writing methodology with stakeholder engagement at its foundation 

can help gather detailed and almost lost historical data. Respectful, inclusive and authentic 
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engagement, relationship building, and evocative story and song has interpreted the 

haunting truth of the MSF sewerage ghost town in a paradoxical aesthetic that highlights 

the beauty and strength of these abject sewerage town communities.  

Sadly, today, the stain of such communities continues. Well after the MSF 

community disbanded, the stigma has seeped into the Werribee community as the 

perpetual reeking of ominous stench that has broken its buffer zone. A player exchange at 

an under 18s football match in Werribee in 2016 highlights this, where a Werribee player 

was mocked by his opponent.  

You’re a shit player from the shit farm. 

At least I’m not  a shit person. 

Significantly, we must look to these abject sewerage town communities of 

connectedness, belonging and acceptance for application to any isolated, segregated, 

marginalised or abject community. 

Past residents of the MSF may have no physical presence on the Western 

Treatment Plant but, like the bunyip, connect through the spiritual network that continues 

as an intrinsic element of the community. With many interviewed from sewerage town 

communities expressing a life and place of belonging and acceptance, how can a strong 

spirit not exist in a sewerage ghost town? It is conveyed most strikingly by one past 

Metropolitan Sewerage Farm resident who said whenever he meets someone who once 

lived at ‘the Farm’, there is an instant recognition and understanding exchanged that only 

those that lived on ‘the Farm’ would understand.  

 



The faraway land of the house and two cows: The poetics of creative writing research methodology to capture the social history of the 

sewerage ghost town in Melbourne, Australia 

9 
 

 

FIGURE 1 Northern settlement, Metropolitan Sewerage Farm, 1950. 

 

FIGURE 2 Community engagement at Treatment, 2017. 

 

 

FIGURE 3 Cocoroc North School, 1970. 
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FIGURE 4 Metropolitan Sewerage Farm Post Office, 1969. 

 

 
FIGURE 5 Swimming pool in the northern settlement, 1960s. 

 

 
FIGURE 6 Women's football team, 1950. 

 



The faraway land of the house and two cows: The poetics of creative writing research methodology to capture the social history of the 

sewerage ghost town in Melbourne, Australia 

11 
 

 
FIGURE 7 Sewage channels on the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm, date unknown. 

 

 
FIGURE 8 Esholt Village, beside the Esholt Sewage Works in England, 2017. 

 
FIGURE 9 Children rabbiting on the Metropolitan Sewerage Farm, date unknown. 
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FIGURE 11 The Metropolitan Sewerage Farm, 2019. 
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