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"People know that I do 
occasionally feel passionately 

about stuff but I think that's 
currency that I'm careful not 

to squander." 

Photography Simon Schluter, 
Peter Brew-Bevan 

Unchain St Kilda, delays proceedings with legal action, as 

it has foreshadowed. Dave Hughes, Magda Szubanski, 

Guy Pearce, Jane Turner and Paul Kelly are among those 

who have also lent their celebrity status to the St Kilda 

debate. Griffiths says she doesn't want to come across as a 

Hollywood blow-in who uses her star power for airplay, but 

believes this time she has every right to voice her opinions. 

Griffiths hasn't lived in Melbourne for some time but, she 

- says, she spent her formative years in St Kilda after growing 

up in nearby Gardenvale. "I've been asked to get involved 

with things on the Gold Coast because I lived there for a 

while but I just don't have the authority to speak about the 

suburb and how people live there, what its special qualities 

are. But I actually do think I have the authority to speak 

about what makes St Kilda special and what we should 

preserve about it. People know that I do occasionally feel 

passionately about stuff but I think that's currency that I'm 

careful not to squan_der." 

St Kilda folk are a passionate bunch. They love their 
palms, their sea views and their suburb's unique (if slightly 

shabby) character. Developers who want to cash in on those 

qualities, though, often get more than they bargained for. 

You'll most likely recall the fight when, in 1998, the developer 

Becton planned a 38-storey residential tower block behind the 

iconic music venue the Esplanade Hotel. The plan provoked 

more than 5000 submissions to the council, thousands of 

anti-development signatures and plenty of celebrity boos and 

hisses. Becton had to scale the building down drastically and 

the pub's role as a live music venue remains intact. 

St Kilda campaigners will also remember protesting at 

the St Kilda Marina, the closure of the rail line to the city 

(and the installation of the light rail), the Novotel hotel built 

on the former St Moritz ice skating rink, and the Mandalay 

flats; in the 1990s residents protested against Acland Court, 

a six-storey apartment block planned for Acland Street (it was 

reduced in size) and, most recently, a skate park earmarked 

for the corner of Fitzroy Street and Lakeside Drive. Griffiths, 

who remembers sneaking in to the Esplanade Hotel a 

few times as an underage teenager, got involved with the 

campaign to save ii years later by signing petitions and 

donating money to the cause. She "was around", too, for the 

Mandalay fight - an art deco block of flats that was under 

threat of becoming a 13-storey townhouse development in 

the 1980s - but not that active, she says. 

"I was a nobody then. It was more just like hanging out ➔ 
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"It's definitely that LA thing 
where your home's your 

sanctuary. But nobody ever 
stops in for a glass of rose 

after work." 

there and putting up banners and taking people coffees 

and just being supportive. I had friends that lived there but 

they just seemed to fight that really well." 

Griffiths has lived in share houses in Tennyson Street. 

Havelock Street. Clyde Street, the Upper Esplanade, and 

Alfred Square and has been a St Kilda resident "on and off" 

since she was 19 (she is now 39). She lived with two other 

girls in her first share house and remembers periodically 

visiting the fun park for stress relief. "We used to go to Luna 

Park when we all had PMT and go on the scenic railway and 

scream. It was fantastic because life just got to the point 

where you needed to scream. We'd all get off feeling just 

kind of dizzy and fabulous." 

She fell in love with her husband, Andrew Taylor 

(a St Kilda boy), after bumping into him at St Kilda parties 

over the course of 15 years. She met him first, though, 

when he arrived "on the arm of a girlfriend" at her family 

home in Gardenvale (a "Catholic corridor" as she dubs it), 

where she grew up with her mother and. two older brothers. 

Back then, she says, St Kilda was a weekend wonderland. 

"I remember my grandmother taking me to the Palais to 

watch the ballet, lining up outside; maybe a birthday party at 

Luna Park - it was this fantastically different community that 

seemed to me to be so much more interesting than Brighton 

shopping strips and those communities; they never held 

much appeal for me. I always knew I was going to move up 

the Sandringham line and not down it." 

When Griffiths and Taylor married on New Year's Eve, 

2002, they held a secret reception for about 140 at the Palais 

Theatre. Built in 1927, the crumbling theatre is badly in need 

of refurbishment - and if the council's plans go ahead it will 

be refurbished (at a cost of $20 million) by the developers of 

the Triangle site. Last year, Griffiths joined a stellar cast trying 

to raise money so the Palais could be fixed independently 

of the development. hoping that this would lead to further 

reductions in the size of the new complex. 

She pledged $5000 to "buy" a seat (the Palais has nearly 

3000 of them) along with, among others, the Rolling Stones, 

Bruce Springsteen, Human Nature and Shannon Noll. Griffiths 

is, however, coy about just how much cash she has poured 

into the campaign. "I'm not mortgagi~g the house but I'm 

flying economy home to LA with my family, I'll just say that. ,. : 

And I'm scared but it was for a good cause. My husband was 

like, 'You gave them how much?"' 

Every time Griffiths flies back to Los Angeles, she says, 

she finds it difficult to readjust to the landscape. She loves 

her Palm Springs, mid-century-style house, which overlooks 

the Santa Monica Mountains, but it is a place to retreat rather 

than receive guests. 

"We look up at this beautiful kind of wilderness, it's great. 

We can't see any houses from the street and it's definitely 

that LA thing where your home's your sanctuary. But nobody 

ever stops in for a glass of rose after work." 

Elsewhere in LA. she says, the notion of what is beautiful 

takes on an entirely different meaning. "It always feels 

impossibly ugly when you arrive, like, brutally ugly. And the 

longer you're there you kind of have a little schism; you 

start to see beauty in the ugliness in a particular kind of 

urban rapper way - cyclone fencing and graffiti and rubbish 

starts to have its own urban vernacular to you. I'm always 

overwhelmed when I come back to Melbourne because 

I come in from the airport and as soon as I basically hit 

South Melbourne and start heading down here it's just like 

'Wow, it's so beautiful.'" 

I 
In LA, her interest in mid-century American architecture 

has seen Griffiths personally donate money and help raise 

private capital to save crumbling heritage buildings but these, 

she says, have not been political battles. While she says her 

interest in St Kilda is motivated primarily by her concerns as 

. ~ (potential. full-time) resident she claims there are citywide 

issues at stake, that St Kilda is a place that Melburnians 

have been coming to for pleasure since the late 1800s. 

She compares St Kilda to Coney Island, an amusement 

park precinct in New York that reached its heyday in the 

early 1900s and wants its retro atmosphere protected, not 

compromised by chain stores and nightclubs. (The council 

says only one in five traders in the new Triangle development 

can be national chains and the nightclubs are, in fact, live 

music venues that would stay open until 3am at the latest.) 

St Kilda, says Griffiths, is a place where people come to 

catch up with their families. It's a place where Melburnians 

can enjoy the sea in a democratic way, in contrast to the 

privatised bathing box experience of Brighton, Sorrento or 

Portsea. "Last night, I was out on that hot strip, on Acland 

Street. and it was probably 20-30 per cent local. I love that. 

That people come with this great attitude to St Kilda of 

catching up with their family, having ice-cream, going out for 

dinner. They have a fairly jolly vibe as they're walking down 

the street, which is unique to St Kilda because it's like, 'For 

tonight. we're on Coney Island; we're in that pleasure land'. 

"I think there are certain things that have made that. I think 

that the European cuisine has made a special thing and the 

Viennese cakes that are really nowhere else and now it's got 

this great, really quality gelati thing - people come 10 miles 

to go to Seven Apples to have the best gelati in Melbourne, 

and then walk it off by the sea." At stake is St Kilda's nostalgia 

value - a quality she says Disneyland executives successfully 

leverage to ensure people who enjoyed the experience as a 

child will enjoy it again 40 years later when they return as a 

parent. "My husband and I grew up here, went to school here, 

our families are all here, parents are here, all the kids' cousins 

are here - this is our country. It's just unique." (m) 
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