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TRANSPORT COMPANY LINFOX HAS FOUND A SENSE OF SYMMETRY AT ESSENDON AIRPORT
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ary Whittle of designphase has been

working with Linfox for 20 years on their

corporate interiors. “This building is really a

culmination of the business,” he says. Alarge
numberofdisparateofficesthatconstitutethebulkofthe
Linfox Group have been consolidated into two floors
of open-plan workstations at ‘Essendon Fields’, a new
industrial site at Essendon Airport. Even Executive
Chairman, Peter Fox and CEO, Michael Byrne, have
open workstations. “Lindsay Fox started the business
withone truck,andnowhehasacorporate head office,”
says Whittle. And that first truck is parked on site.

An airport, by necessity, is flat, and so part of the
architectural design by Edgard Pirrotta Architects in-
volved manipulating the land itself. Hills were formed
- a public park was created adjacent to heritage-listed
buildings across the road. A height restriction cre-
ated by the sight lines from the control tower limited
the construction to two storeys plus underground car
park,and meantlarge floor plates. “Itis suchabigbuild-
ing,” says Edgard Pirrotta, “I wanted to break it down
to alight skin and strong corners.” The deep plates are
made to feel generous and airy by higher-than-stan-
dard ceiling heights of three metres. The carpark is
submerged below ground, and an earth berm meets it,

allowing ventilation and light. The base building has a
5-star Green Star design rating, and toilet facilities and
gardens use rainwater drawn from the very large roof.
Double-glazing deals with heat loads and noise control
issues associated with its airport context.

The flying cantilevered eaves (Pirrotta calls them
‘aerofoils”) make sense on the north facade, and this
is the design challenge of symmetry - what sense is
there in repeating these overhangs on the south? “The
clients are big on symmetry,” explains Whittle. Deep,
aluminium-clad window frames, and an extruded
grid with giant-sized framing, create east and west
shading. Some of the exterior design decisions directly
impact the interior. The windowsill heights are tall in
the break-out kitchen lounges to create the massive
effect of the pylon corner stones. This also creates an
introspective feel through a view of sky when sitting
down, and opens up to aview of the surrounding basalt
plains when standing.

A central access core contains the stair and lift
(and after all, within the constraints of symmetry the
entry could only have been central). The atrium,
located at the entry, is relatively small in relation
to the large floor plates and performs primarily as
an entry statement, rather than a source of visual
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“Pirrotta’s preliminary design remained virtually
unchanged throughout the process”

TOBY HORROCKS
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communication or mixing. The entry is strong and
bold, and to Pirrotta this expresses the character of the
organisation. “Linfox is a bold company,” he says, “It’s
not shy”. The central stair is treated as a distinctive el-
ement, and is carefully detailed. It is an essay in light-
ness versus solidity, and like the exterior, it combines
metal and stone. The steel structure is painted yellow,
and each tread is cantilevered from a central beam and
flexes underfoot. This visual lightness and perceptible
movement is contrasted by a partial wrap of solid mar-
ble over each tread.

The base building’s column grid was coordinated
with the workstation design. Mobile pedestals double as
seats for impromptu meetings, and workstations were
selected for their modularity and flexibility - the same
furniture in the same floor area can be configured
to suit two, four or eight people depending on the
desired density. Haworth prototyped the workstations
ahead of time, for trial with the staff at their old offices.
Hierarchybetween workstationsbecomes partlyabout
access to views. Essendon is an elevated plateau, with
views of distant mountain ranges and the CBD, and the
airfield guarantees the city view will not be built out.
To counteract the potential for social stratification,
the windows have a corridor next to them, not desks —
no desk owns a window.

Linfox is about transport, and transport is about
cars, trucks and planes. Glowing light boxes with glass
shelving display a large assortment of model vehicles,
with their client’s graphics on them, a visual archive of
happy customers. The only other reference in the inte-
rior to the identity of the business is the use of the logo.
The Linfox logo has a similar symmetrical quality to
the floorplan of the building. Abstracted logos can be
recognised in carpet patterns in the lobby and have
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“Linfox is about transport, and transport
is about cars, trucks and planes”

TOBY HORROCKS

been applied to glass partitions throughout as a safety
label. Here they are banded in clusters of black, red and
grey — a small moment of asymmetry - and applied in
three different levels of opacity, to control privacy.
Once again the external design is reflected inside and
the angles here echo the slope of the battered pylon
walls outside.

“Linfox has a firm opinion of what they want. And
a clear direction for the image of Linfox,” says Whit-
tle. This meant that the client was directly involved
with furniture and specialised carpet selection in
association with designphase. The most direct
expression of the ethos of this successful multi-
national logistics company may be that the project
was delivered quickly and efficiently, at a competi-
tive price. It took just 20 months from concept to
occupancy. The required construction speed
necessitated a steel-framed structure with in situ
concrete poured on steel decking. Pirrotta’s
preliminary design remained virtually unchanged
throughout the process, and if, as Pirotta believes, the
building expresses “the dynamics of transport and the
strength and energy of the company”, then Linfox has
certainly found a home for the long haul.

Toby Horrocks is a Melbourne-based architect
and designer.
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