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The surfy beachside village  
of AvAlon, just one hour north of 

Sydney, breeds more than a big swell 
and succulents. The fashion force is 
strong among the locals, an inspired 

group of like-minded creatives.  
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riving from the city towards Palm 
Beach surrounded by palm trees and 
ocean glimpses at about 4:45pm on a 
golden Friday afternoon is pure hell. 
Barrenjoey Road is the only way 
into Sydney’s “insular peninsula”, 
with single-file traffic each way. 
Commuters wait patiently, inching 
slowly towards Avalon roundabout, 
the gateway to the region.

The peninsula — a pocket of land that covers Palm Beach, Whale 
Beach and Avalon Beach — has an almost sub-tropical microcli-
mate. Bordered by Bilgola Plateau, a high ridge that sweeps down to 
idyllic Pittwater on one side and some of the best surf beaches in 
Australia on the other, this natural enclosure is bursting with 
angophoras, swaying palms and frangipanis. Everything grows wild 
here, and it feels warmer, steamier and sunnier. Charming weather-
board and sandstone cottages and mid-century houses with unruly 
gardens have surfboards strewn over their front lawns, while 
screaming kids run down to the surf.

Avalon village itself is a cruisey strip: a mix of eclectic fashion and 
interiors stores among cool little bars and an old-school bakery and 
butcher shop. It’s a real village, set across the road from a big, beau-
tiful red-sand beach with year-round surfable waves. But the vibe 
has shifted radically in the past couple of years. Avalon is hot.

“It used to be a sleepy little town of tradesmen and surfers,” says 
Simon Upton, a local and one of Harper’s BAZAAR’s favourite 
fashion photographers. “Then the internet exploded. Artists and 
designers didn’t really need to be in the city anymore because they 
could now work from home, so they started moving up here.”  
A surge in real-estate prices has also prompted movement in the 
area. “Many locals had been sitting on houses they’d paid peanuts 
for that were all of a sudden worth millions of dollars, so they 
packed up,” Upton says. “A lot of them went north to Byron.” 

A trip to the bottle shop on a Saturday to choose from the selec-
tion of French Bordeaux may see you bump into celebrated archi-
tect Peter Stutchbury, artist Bruce Goold, much-hatted chef Greg 
Doyle or designer Kym Ellery. It’s an eclectic mix of creatives who 
have sought the sea and the trees. Margiela- and Isabel Marant-
clad mums with crazy-haired kids on their hips wait in line for 
green juices, and the Audis now definitely outnumber the Valiants 
on Barrenjoey Road.

Deborah Sams, one half of the label bassike, grew up in the neigh-
bourhood. “I have a strong connection to the ocean,” she says.  
“I need to be near it — something just draws me to it. I don’t know 
what it is, but it’s beautiful and peaceful and it makes me feel well.  
I don’t think there’s any other place in Sydney quite like it.”

The creative headquarters of bassike is a sprawling sandstone and 
weatherboard beach house set high on a hill surrounded by agaves 
and majestic views over Palm Beach and up the coast. The brand 
also has a buzzing studio in a nearby suburb and a store in Avalon 
village, around the corner from the home Sams shares with her 
husband, Toby, and three-year-old son, Jet. The heart of bassike is 
very much in the Northern Beaches.

“The vibe here has definitely affected the way I work,” Sams 
says. “It allows me to be more creative, as I’m not influenced by 
anyone or anything else. The space allows me to think. The Avalon 
store is my favourite; a hub to enjoy the product and the brand, 
but also just to come and hang.”

“When I was growing up, North Avalon was affordable and now 
everyone wants to live here. You can’t get a knock-down for 

D
“It used to be a sleepy lit tle town of tradesmen  

and surfers. Then the internet exploded. 
Artists and designers could now work from 

home, so they started moving up here.”
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Deborah Sams Luke Stedman  
          & Kym Ellery Aidan Sarsfield    

   & son Austin

Sam Elsom  
and kids Sugar  

& Captain

Genevieve 
Smart

Sheree Commerford 

& daughter Sugar

Genevieve 
Smart & 
daughter 
Poppy

Louise Bell  
and husband  
Graeme with 

children Jasper  
& Anoushka

Simon Upton with 

family, from lef t, Koby, 

Tyson and Aneta

Jamie Blakey

Deborah Bibby

Mary-Lou Ryan  

& Deborah Sams
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under $1.5 million. But it’s such a beautiful place. Everybody’s 
surfing and skateboarding. We’re always in the water and doing 
yoga. There are lots of talented, healthy, amazing people up here 
contributing to the community. It makes it such a special place. I 
feel like there’s nowhere else I could really live.”

Ginger & Smart’s store sits next door to bassike. The label’s 
Genevieve Smart and her husband, Aidan Sarsfield — head of 
production and technology at Animal Logic (responsible for The 
Lego Movie and Happy Feet) — moved from Bondi 10 years ago to 
start their family, and now have children Poppy and Austin.

“When we moved, everything closed at 7pm — even the bottle 
shop,” Smart says. “It was, like, tumbleweed rolling down the main 
street. I was terrified. But this place has a magical feeling — it’s a 
little piece of utopia. There’s something in the air that makes you 
think more broadly, and ideas come more quickly for me.”

Smart spends designated design days away from the Ginger & 
Smart office in Sydney, preferring to draw inspiration from the 
surrounds of her home that backs onto national park with views 
over Pittwater. “It does impact the creative process — there’s a 
feeling of possibility and freedom,” she says. “We opened [the 
Avalon] store because there are so many women like me up here 
who are into fashion and just didn’t want to have to go into the city 
all the time. There are some cute stores doing really interesting 
things here, like Mamapapa. The owner, 
Virgine, travels to France and brings back all 
sorts of things. There’s an effortless thing up 
here which I am really drawn to. Not too 
stitched up. It’s very cool. And the population 
surges on the weekends. People may walk into 
the store with sandy feet from the beach, but 
they are really good customers.”

The thing about the local style is that while 
it’s very laidback, it’s also very luxurious. Let’s 
call it stealth style: a surf-culture phenom-
enon which dictates that the guy who looks 
like the biggest bum on the beach, in a ’70s 
tropical shirt and thongs, is actually a dot-com 
billionaire. Or an ex-pro surfer/designer such 
as Luke Stedman, whose partner, designer 
Kym Ellery, has shacked up with him in a 
Whale Beach cottage.

“Luke and I have been here for two years and there is just the 
most beautiful energy around the beaches. It has a sense of calm, and 
allows me to have clarity in my thoughts and creativity,” says Ellery.

“Avalon is a fashion and interiors destination,” says Louise Bell, 
owner of Table Tonic, a high-traffic homewares website that also 
supports a buzzing Avalon store. “There are plenty of people with 
money that live here and then all the people who come up on 
weekends and spend money, so you get the best of both worlds.”

Bell and her husband, architect Graeme Bell, relocated to Avalon 
four years ago and say they could never leave. “When we moved 
we said, ‘What if we don’t like it?’” she says. “And now when we 
think of that we just laugh. We can’t imagine living anywhere else. 
There’s a very big creative contingent here; artistic people appre-
ciate living in an inspiring environment near the beach. It’s defi-
nitely casual. In the shop, we like lots of earthy, neutral, textured 
pieces. Living here, where you don’t see people in suits and you 
don’t see people waiting for buses and looking at their watches, it’s 
very relaxing … And it ultimately makes you happy.”

The renovation of the Bell’s circa-1957 home is the subject of 
an Instagram diary, @the_modernist, following its evolution 
into the ultimate beach house. “I love looking out the window 
and seeing a girl wearing a bikini on a bicycle and a guy on  

a skateboard with a surfboard under his arm,” Bell says.
Andy Ruwald, co-owner of Bondi’s packed-out tavern The 

Bucket List, saw the potential on the Northern Beaches and made 
the move last year, opening Cranky Fins, a laidback Mexican-
inspired bar and restaurant at Palm Beach. The site was once home 
to a celebrated restaurant, but has been restored to full beach-
shack glory, replete with murals by surf artist Ozzie Wright. The 
tables are filled with local fishermen and painters, travellers and 
wave-riders, and a group of customers who have followed Ruwald 
up from Sydney. “Cranky Fins is a beach shack that makes people 
feel like they are on holidays every time they step in,” he says. 
“Locals have embraced it and there’s a big group of eastern 
suburbs people who have moved up and this is what they’re 
looking for: a place to go that reflects the local vibe.”

Not far from Cranky’s, the editor-in-chief of Real Living maga-
zine, Deborah Bibby, lives at Clareville Beach, commuting to her 
city office daily. Bibby knows something about beautiful homes 
and inspiring spaces. “Avalon is an incubator for creativity — it 
allows you to be creative and actually encourages it,” she says. 
“My home is like the design shed for my ideas and inspirations. 
It’s an original ’30s Clareville Beach cottage. Living a few steps 
from the beach means sandy feet through the house, wet cossies 
on the sofa and loads of collected flotsam and jetsam everywhere, 

so it’s not an interior I can be precious about, 
and that’s how I like it.”

It’s a long hour-and-a-half  drive to the office, 
but it’s worth it. Arriving home is what she cher-
ishes most. “It feels like a holiday house and sits 
in the landscape surrounded by tall eucalyptus 
and banana trees,” she says. “The birds are so loud 
they overpower conversations. The sound of the 
tide, the rain on the tin roof and cooking on the 
fire are all things that make my heart soar.”

The newer crew are all about surf, fashion 
and family. Jamie Blakey — of website Lveland 
(a collaborative lifestyle project) and label One 
Teaspoon — lives in the area with her husband, 
ASP surf commentator Ronnie Blakey. “When 
I was younger I lived in Bondi,” she says. “But 
it was like living in Disneyland. I like to visit, 
but I can’t live there. As soon as I came to the 

Northern Beaches I knew I’d move here. There’s nothing better 
than getting home from the city and feeling the salt in the air and 
smelling the ocean and not being surrounded by a million humans.”

Another contributor to Lveland is Sheree Commerford, Blakey’s 
neighbour and friend, who created captainandthegypsykid.com,  
a style blog for chic kids. Commerford, partner Sam Elsom, a 
fashion designer, and children Captain and Sugar are converts to 
the Northern Beaches life.

“It is spectacular up here,” Commerford says. “It soothes my soul 
like nowhere else. But what makes it truly special are the people. 
It’s such a unique community. It has that old-school village vibe, 
but peppered with creatives, artists and inspiring families. It really 
is bliss. We wander from each other’s houses with a chai or wine in 
hand and a child or two scurrying behind.”

The key to Blakey’s creativity is breathing room. “I need space 
to think and space to do whatever the hell I want,” she says. 
“Everyone knows everyone up here. We’re all here because we 
want to live the dream: doing what we love in work and life … 
and breeding!”

Bibby agrees. “The Northern Beaches, for me, mean freedom,” 
she says.  So there’s no moving back to the city? “Never. My friends 
joke they’re going to carry me out of here in a coffin.”

ADDRESS  
BOOK 

 
GINGER & SMART 

11 Avalon Parade;  
gingerandsmart.com 

 
MAMAPAPA 

11/20 Avalon Parade;  
0403 948 823 

 
BASSIKE 

11–13 Macmillan  
Court, Avalon Parade;  

bassike.com 
 

TABLE TONIC 
6/20 Avalon Parade;  

tabletonic.com.au 
  

CRANKY FINS 
1 Beach Road,  
Palm Beach;  

crankyfins.com 
 

FRANK’S BAR 
20 Avalon Parade;  
(02) 9918 0999

Clockwise from top left: Avalon 
Parade; bassike’s Avalon store; 

Ginger & Smart boutique; beachy 
bohemian wares at Table Tonic; 

Cranky Fins at Palm Beach; 
surfers; the art wall in Cranky 
Fins; bassike: built on denim; 
Table Tonic boutique; a mural  

by Mash Design at Cranky Fins.
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“ There’s an  
effortless thing up 
here which I am 
really drawn to.  

It’s very cool. People 
may walk into the 
store with sandy  

feet from the beach,  
but they are really  

good customers.”
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