SUSAN KUROSAWA

DEPARTURE LOUNGE

N in-floor hotel aquarium holding 41,000
litres of water and 20 Japanese carp,
including a king-of-the-koi named Albie? In
the old days of rock®n’roll — when touring
musicians sel fire to guestroom furniture,
threw television sets out of hotel windows, and possibly
condueted goldfish-swallowing contests during the
witching hours — this would have been a recipe for
disaster. These days, apparently, music gods are very
well behaved and request hotel staff to deliver the likes
of Latvian mineral water and biodynamic llama
yoghurt and to book rounds of golf and yoga sessions.
That unstoppable curly-topped rocker Leo Sayer was
the star of the show recently at the launch of the Sebel
Surry Hills, a 270-room 4'/: star property (formerly
known as Citigate Sebel Sydney) on the southeast
fringe of Sydnev*’s CBD. About $20 million has gone
into its refurbishment, including a mesmerising fishy-
floored lobby of the type one sees in overwater
bungalows in I'rench Polynesia. But of most interest to
fans of the original Sebel Townhouse in Sydney?s
Elizabeth Bay, which closed at the end of 2000, will be
the memorabilia-laden Townhouse Bar & Restaurant
on the ground floor of the Surry Hills venue.
The old Elizabeth Bay haunt was a legend in its

(long) lunchtime. Every hour was happy hour and the
bar never shut until the last patron slid off their stool.
And what patrons they were. Phvllis Diller between
facelifts, Bov George in his pouty prime, Frank Sinatra
(who statt remember as the biggest tipper), the
extravagantly costumed Liberace and a who's who of
real and imagined celebs propped up the bar; Harry
Secombe would ride up and down in the lift singing his
head off because he liked the acoustics. Elton John held
his wedding in the hotel at four days® notice and TV
celebrity chel Keith Floyd raced remote-controlled
cars in the lobby.

Graham Kennedy always stayed at the Sebel
Townhouse when he was in Sydney; he told his
biographer Graeme Blundell: “*The hotel is the most
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important aspect ot any contract.”” Autographed
pictures of habitues lined the tiny bar*s walls, including
one of Departure Lounge, who sometimes torgot to
depart at all in the heady 1980s. [ remember the
harman telling me actor Kenneth Williams hand-
washed his boxer shorts and hung them out his Sebel
guestroom window to dry, the multi-coloured coltons
flapping as merrily as flags.

““The Sebel bar was a Bermuda Triangle for
careers,”” wrote Blundell in The Australian on October
21, 2000. ** Actors disappeared in that smoked-filled
bar, where the rock slars ended up afler gigs, their
women sipping gin from glass funnels like Hollywood
starlets in the *50s. It was the sort of place where, like
spies, you could sneak in under cover of darkness and
no one would notice. If the walls could speak, they
would be on the phone to Harry Miller selling the
rights to the mini-series.™

When it opened in 1963, the Sebel Townhouse was
the first hotel in Australia to accept credit cards and to
install a switchboard. Management had matchboxes
made, too, with the hotel logo on the side but this

modern manoeuvre confused taxi drivers at first and at
least one overseas guest with little English showed a
hox to a cabbie and ended up at the Federal match
factory at Alexandria. Sayer was a Sebel Townhouse
regular, too, so it was a lovely bit of synergy that the
Mirvac hotel folk, who operate the Sebel brand, lined
him up for the Surry Hills launch (which was 21st-
century sedate; Albie, named for the hotel*s Albion
Street locale, definitely did not end up skewered and
gasping in Sayer’s shock of fuzzy hair).

The Townhouse Bar is open from llam until **late™
seven days a week, offering 12 beers on tap, cocklails
and a menu of traditional pub fare with a contemporary
twist. The hotel’s guestrooms and suites have so-called
Cloud beds with 15¢m-thick mattress topper and all the
expected mod cons, including a desk with ergonomic
work chair. Whether these seats end up out a window
remains Lo be seen. In our new age of sense and






