our Heritage, as seen by the

Friends of Kurth Kiln
An incorporated group of volunteers under the auspices of Parks Victoria.
PV and NRE’s help in producing this booklet is gratefully acknowledged.

A Picture Calendar
promoting greater awareness of the beauty and the historic
significance of this fascinating place in the Australian Bush

July - June

2003/4

Huts and Caretaker’s Residence Kurth Kiln from the North. The Kiln is on the far left
Kurth Kiln is included as an indicative place on the Register of the National Estate database (004495). The nomination states: Kurth Kiln is a significant
timber industry site associated with the Forests Commission of Victoria during a critical period of World War Two. The Kiln was erected to produce
charcoal for gas producer units, which supplied an alternative source of fuel for cars and trucks. The Kiln is also significant for its association with
Professor Kurth of the
University of Tasmania.
Ernest E. Kurth had been
investigating the pyrolysis
of timber and Kiln design
since 1940. His work
resulted in the
construction of a
commercial sized
continuously burning Kiln
in 1942 at Gembrook.
Kurth Kiln was the only
Kiln of its type erected in
Victoria, possibly
mainland Australia.
Later phases of
occupation, notably the
forestry camp (1946-1963)
contribute to the
significance of the site.
The camp was the centre
of the Forests
Commission’s activities in
the Kallista Forest District
Kurth Kiln is also included
in the Heritage Inventory
of archaeological sites
maintained by Heritage
Victoria (H8022-0013).
KKHAP2002; Gary Vines.
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In 1941 a location 7km north of Gembrook was
chosen by Professor Kurth as the site for his
new, continuous process charcoal kiln.
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Next to the freely flowing Tomahawk Creek the site had
plenty of water for processing and cooling, a suitable terrain
for construction and an abundance of wood in the form of
dead trees that needed to be cleared for regrowth following
the devastating 1939 bushfires. Note the picture above.
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Water splashes as the new waterwheel, a Grants project of the Friends, begins to turn
All indications are, there used to be a waterwheel a Kurth Kiln during the time the kiln was in operation. But no records of its size, exact location or specific
function exist. What the Friends Group has done is to built a typical waterwheel and install it behind the Big Shed, the most likely spot the original would
have been placed. The 1.8m diameter wheel is driven with water from a small adjacent dam of a tributary stream to the Tomahawk Creek via a 7m long
wooden flume. The wheel
sits on two railway tracks
mounted on two large
logs layed across the
stream. One of the logs is
thought to be the original
foundation to the old
waterwheel. The wood
used in its manufacture
has been donated by a
supplier, as were the two
exquisitely turned brass
bearings.
It is believed the original
waterwheel was used to
drive some of the
machinery used in the
manufacture of charcoal
and the maintenance of
the equipment. A large
mechanical grader is still
on site, which has a
sloping shaker screen and
three separate outlets for
collecting the graded
charcoal in bags.
The new waterwheel is a
favourite attraction for
groups of school children.

August

Ernest Carl Edgar Kurth
*1895 - †1966.
Kurth was born in Broken Hill. He was raised in the West
Australian gold fields and attended Scotch College in Perth.
He gained his Diploma at the Kalgoorlie School of Mines and
worked at the "Sons of Gwalia Gold Mine" there.
1919 he moved to Hobart
Tasmania and worked for
the Electrolytic Zinc Co.
1923 became Lecturer at
the University of
Tasmania, for Chemistry
and Geology.
1924 he married Irene
Saunders. They had two
boys and two girls.
1928 received Bachelor of
Science Degree.
1934 he received his PhD
in Science, with research
in Tasmanian oil shales.
1940 he designed a gas
producer for motor cars,
and patented a design for
an improved charcoal kiln
1941 became Professor of
Chemistry and Head of the Chemistry Dept. He supervised
construction of a Charcoal Kiln to his design at Gembrook.
1946 became Dean of the Faculty of Science.
1960 he retired, honoured with the title Professor Emeritus.
He continued the studies on trace elements in timber ash.
1966 Ernest Edgar Kurth died on January 4 and is buried
in the Cornelian Bay Cemetery.
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Professor Kurth’s Legacy in the bush north of Gembrook: Kurth Kiln and its Park
Kurth Kiln was established by the Forests Commission of Victoria in 1941, as a result of concerns about reliability of petroleum supplies due to World War
Two. Petrol rationing was introduced in October 1940 and by 1942 motorists were only allowed to drive 1300km a year with petrol. Dr. Ernest Kurth from the
University of Tasmania was commissioned to design the Kiln with the aim to mass-produce charcoal, and was paid £5 for the use of his design. The total cost
of establishing the Kiln
was 1,799 pounds 17
shillings and 2 pence.
(about $4,000)
Gembrook was selected
as the ideal site for the
Kurth Kiln as it fully met
three essential criteria
required for successful
operation.
These being:
• Water availability The Kiln required
9,100 litres of
water per day in
order for cooling
systems to be
effective.
• Timber availability
The Kiln used 103
cubic metres of
timber a week
• Sloping Land This enabled easier
top loading of
wood into the kiln
and limited the
superstructure
requirements.

September

Charcoal was being produced at that time in
various ways all over the country.

Sun

Large round iron retorts
were a popular method,
where billets of wood were
closely stacked inside and
the vessel then sealed
and lit for processing.
The process was labour
intensive and slow, and
the corrosive nature of
charcoal played havoc
with the steel containers.
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Prof. Kurth examined
the kinetics of pyrolysis
of the wood on various
native species, and
determined the exact
temperature at which
the reaction became
self sustaining. By
holding the temperature
at that level during the
whole process the yield
in charcoal could be
lifted by up to 15%.
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Official Opening of the Thornton Walking Track, named after Ron Thornton
in recognition of his longtime service as unofficial Caretaker of the Kurth Kiln Picnic Ground
The Thornton Walking Track
was officially opened on the
13th October 2002 by the
Mayor of Cardinia, Cr Keith
Ewenson and the Mayor of
the Shire of Yarra Ranges,
Cr. Ken Smith.
Present also were: from
Parks Victoria Gembrook
Ranger in Charge Greg
young and Ralph Angelico,
former Ranger Dave
Drangsholt (here from New
Zealand), Neil and wife
Susan Thornton and
Meinhard Holtz, President
of the Friends of Kurth Kiln.
Meinhard Holtz welcomed
everyone. Greg Young and
both Mayors congratulated
the group members on their
achievement and praised the
volunteer activities. Dave
red out his poem “Ron” and
unveiled the new interpretation board, illustrated by
local artist Sue Jarvis.
Bill Parker recited the
Recessional while Neil cut
the ceremonial ribbon,
officially opening the
Thornton Walking Track.

Restoring and maintaining Cultural Heritage
Memorabilia is an ongoing works program
for the Kurth Kiln volunteers.
Ken Banks
loves engines,
almost as
much as he
loves horses.
A silent iron
monster (an
old motorised
Saw Bench)
standing in
the shed,
fascinated
him. For years
it had been
ignored and
neglected,
and Ken, seeing beauty in historic machinery, vowed to
change that. Carburettor, magneto and spark plug cleaned
and oil replaced, alas, in spite of much cranking, good
compression, even a spark, lots of muscle power spent,
the beast refused to roar! Until, suddenly, with a backfire
bang that could be heard right across the picnic ground, it
awoke from its 50 year slumber and acknowledged its
existence. The cheer from the members that followed all but
matched the volume of the big bang.
A bit more fine-tuning and the monster became a pussy cat,
purring away like a well oiled sewing machine -- and
Ken was all smiles.
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Ranger Dave Drangsholt and Historian Bill Parker at the Red Letter Box in Beenak
David Drangsholt is a man who comes alive in nature preservation projects, and he has the talent to inspire and motivate others. It was through his
encouragement that the individual interest of us became focussed on the heritage aspect of Kurth Kiln and the Friends Group was born. Dave and his wife
Jenni have since moved on to New Zealand, but his passionate involvement with the history of this area, his love for native fauna and flora and his
involvement in Nature
Recovery Programs will
be a motivating factor
for us for years to come.
As honorary Life
members of the Friends
Group the Drangsholts
continue to encourage
us in our endeavours.
Bill Parker is a wellknown local historian
and author of the book
“Forest to Farming”, a
look at the early history
of Gembrook. Bill and
his wife Lorna live on
their farm and, being
members of the Friends
Group, contribute
regularly to our historic
awareness of the area.
In November 2000, at a
dedication ceremony for
Beenak, “the town that
never happened”, Bill
and Dave unveiled a
plaque commemorating
the old post office tree
and the Red Mail Box.

For commercial use
charcoal had to be
graded, sized and
cleaned of dust before
being bagged and
stored for transport.
A large mechanised grader
at Kurth Kiln is one of our
prize exhibits. Reports have
it, its reciprocating screen
was originally powered by a
waterwheel. The extensive
repair needed is one of our
many future restoration
projects. Paul Hunt, below,
is seen assessing the conservation work required. 17/09/02
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A group of school children watching the waterwheel in action from the new retaining wall
Kurth Kiln with its historic heritage features and natural bush picnic ground facilities is an attractive day-trip venue for visitor groups and school excursions.
School children are fascinated by the imposing structure of the 8m tall red brick kiln, the waterwheel and the historic machinery from the charcoal-making
days.
The site has been used
as a background for film
segments, such as the
“Saddle Club”, and has
been featured on TV in
“Postcards”. The Friends
Group assists with
explaining the history
attached to the site and
the function of the
varied equipment.
Recently a group of
exchange students from
America came for the
day, with a local school
taking part in the
exchange program. The
students were delighted
making dampers in the
hot coals of an open fire
and drawing charcoal
sketches of the kiln on
white cardboard .
Kurth Kiln is just a short
walk through the bush
from Gilwell Park Scout
Camp, and the Scouts
make frequent use of the
location in their
orienteering exercises.

December

Charcoal bagged, sown up and stacked, ready
for shipment by lorry to distributors.
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The large, open-sided shed at Kurth Kiln was originally
probably used for this purpose. Today it serves as a
convenient meeting place, providing protection from the sun
and the rain if needed.
An early Friends of Kurth Kiln project was to install three large
information / interpretation boards that highlight some of the
activities taking place and provide some historic background
to the kiln’s existence. The boards are updated regularly and
visitors often browse them, as a first step in orienteering.
We are grateful to Parks Victoria for funding the material
costs of most of our projects through Volunteer Group
Grants, and to local councils for specific donations.
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In Kurth Kiln Park you can still get Lyrebirds saying “Good Morning” at your window
Superb Lyrebird (Menura Novaehollandiae) Status Common.
Information from Healesville Sanctuary Education Service

Appearance
The body is covered
with dark grey feathers,
whilst the wings are
brown in colour. The
male’s tail feathers form
a lyre-like shape when
displayed. The female
has a shorter tail with all
feathers broadly
webbed.
Habitat
The Superb Lyrebird
lives in damp, dark
gullies of eucalypt
forests throughout
south-eastern Australia.
The Lyrebird roosts high
in trees at night. It
moves about the forest
floor by day. The nest is
used during breeding.
Breeding
The nest is a large dome
of sticks, ferns and
mosses built in a tree by
the female, who also
incubates a single,
purple egg and feeds the
young.

January

Ron Thornton made Kurth Kiln his home for over
16 years, until he past away in June 2000.
He led a Spartan
lifestyle, living in the
Caretakers Cottage,
without town-water or
electricity. In that time
Ron took on the role of
unofficial caretaker for
the Kurth Kiln site.
Everybody knew Ron
and, in his later years
also his faithful
companion, his beloved
black dog “Sam”.
At his funeral in Ferntree
Gully were many
dignitaries and department heads to pay their
respects. Ranger Dave
Drangsholt recited his poem, called just "RON".
Ron was a life-member of the Friends of Kurth Kiln group.
He knew Kurth Kiln better than anyone, and when he spoke
everyone listened.
As a tribute to his memory our new Walking Track has been
dedicated to him, and the foot-bridge across the Tomahawk
Creek is called the Thornton Bridge.
His son Neil and wife Susan occasionally bring “Sam” for a
visit, and you can still see the longing in her eyes.
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An idyll of the Kurth Kiln past reflecting serenely in the still waters of the storage pond
Originally constructed to assure a continued supply of water to the forestry operations centred at Kurth Kiln, it still serves as a base for training fire fighters.
When BIOSIS RESEARCH Pty. Ltd., Natural & Cultural Heritage Consultants, was commissioned in 2001 to produce a Heritage Action Plan (HAP) for
Kurth Kiln, Gary Vines came up with a comprehensive document on the history and the heritage potential of the site. Prior to this the only other study of
Kurth Kiln had been done
by Daniel Catrice in 1996
for the Department of
Natural Resources and
Environment (NRE).
In a way the two reports
complement each other,
as they provide an
evolutionary record of
changes that have taken
place over the years in
various locations.
Most importantly both
give consistent guidelines
for the planning of future
conservation works. A
number of the recommendations have already been
followed up, such as the
creation of a display
facility in the Big Shed,
repair to steel works of
the kiln, replace weakened support posts, repair to
picket fence and install
additional interpretive
panels.
A solution for the repair
of the Charcoal Grader is
still sought.

February

RON
“Where have you been?”, “What do you want?”
“I don’t want that”, the old man fixed me a steely stare.
By his hut he stood, wind tossed his greying hair,
Living alone with his faithful dog; he didn’t want a fuss,
He and Sam had more in their world than us.
Living together in harmony with nature,
Ron and Sam assumed a vibrant stature,
To constant visitors and many more,
They have brought Kurth Kiln to the fore.
Ron toiled at the Kiln for many years,
As an old man alone, he held no fears,
We often worried about his safety and health,
But he was fine; he didn’t need trappings of wealth.
What he wanted was all right here,
In his little piece of paradise he held so dear,
Through sun, wind and rain by the bubbling Tomahawk stream,
He battled on alone to achieve his own life’s dream.
And now as I drove by the Kiln the other day,
I fancied I saw him through the wind and the spray,
Standing by the old hut’s door,
With Sam at his side, what was he waiting for...?
And then I heard the voice above the wind,
“Those bikes are back again, Dave, where have you been?”

Sun

Mon

Tue

Wed

Thu

Fri

Sat

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29

Good-bye old friend.
Dave Drangsholt

2004

The new Shelf Wall for the Display of Cultural Memorabilia Items in the Large Shed
There are an estimated 2000 items of various historic significance stored throughout the many sheds and huts of the kiln site.
In 2001 a program was started to systematically account for all the items at Kurth Kiln. Parks Victoria and the Melbourne Museum organised training
sessions for the Friends Group in the art of categorising Cultural Heritage Memorabilia. Financial assistance through a Volunteer Grant provided for storage
and display facilities.
To minimise any impact
on the existing walls
and structures a freestanding display wall
was built to exhibit
some of the smaller
tools and parts. The
display was ready for
the 2002 Heritage
Festival and had a theme
of “The Quest for
Sustainable Energy”. It
provided a pictorial
walk through the
evolution of energy
production.
It is proposed to create
suitable displays for
open days and special
functions to be held at
Kurth Kiln, using the
large and varied
collection of Cultural
Heritage Memorabilia.
Categorising of
memorabilia will be an
ongoing project for
some time yet.

March

The Kurth Kiln site is a treasure-trove of
Moveable Cultural Heritage Memorabilia
A large part of the activities of the Friends Group is in
Categorising the numerous period artefacts stored at
Kurth Kiln. It is a detailed procedure that involves
• Cleaning, naming, numbering and labelling each item
• Photographing and digitally storing it
• Entering all the information in a computer program.
• Wrapping & storing small items in numbered boxes.
Here are some samples:
Dog-Spike
A pin or nail made
specifically for fastening
rail tracks to wooden
sleepers.
Handle
An attachment for
manually operating a
piece of machinery.

Insulator
Porcelain support for
telephone or electrical
wires, on a threaded
wooden fitting.
There are literally
thousands of these
items waiting to be
sorted and processed.
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The Thornton Bridge, a 15m crossing over the Tomahawk Creek built by the Friends.
There are many picturesque Walking Tracks in Kurth Kiln Park, each has its own special story to tell and favourite spots to attract lovers of the bush.
A new beauty spot is the “Thornton Bridge”, a 15m crossing of the Tomahawk Creek at the end of the Thornton Walking Track. It was constructed in 2002
by the Friends of Kurth
Kiln with support from
Parks Victoria. A steel
structure on concrete
foundations with a
wooden decking, it
connects the new track
with the existing Scout
Camp Track for a 2km
circuit.
Special attractions of
the Thornton Walking
Track are conglomerate
rock formations (one
shaped like an altar), a
Lyrebird gully and a
large Wombat colony.
High above the ferns,
Tea Trees, Banksia,
Wattles, Dusty Miller,
the Blackwood and the
Peppermint, tower the
majestic Mountain
Ash, Grey and Manna
Gums and Messmate.
Listen to the Eastern
Whipbird, and hear the
searching cry of the
Yellow-tailed Black
Cockatoo as they
sail stately overhead.

The Charcoal made at Kurth Kiln was intended
mainly for use in motor vehicles fitted with a
Gas Producer as a substitute for petrol.
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The controlled conditions under which charcoal was
produced at Kurth Kiln resulted in a cleaner fuel and a
more consistent quality of gas. Some 60,000 of these
so-called “Gas Producers” of various designs were
eventually made and fitted to cars in Australia.
They basically consist of three parts: a boiler, a filter and a
condenser. A schematic is shown below:
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The Friends of Kurth Kiln are
grateful to a gracious friend
who has donated a complete
Gas Producer unit to us.
Together with a full description
and its history, it will become
part of our permanent display.
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Horse riding is one of the many enjoyments of Kurth Kiln Park’s natural environment
Keen Horse riders in the Friends of Kurth Kiln group are Dick Cleary and Kerri Bonica, and Ken and Dawn Banks.
Two of the groups appreciating the Kurth Kiln environment are the Cockatoo Pony Club and Gembrook Riding Club. Twice-yearly they have held their time
trials at Kurth Kiln Park for over 12 years. The time trails are not races but safe, gentle and enjoyable rides through the park’s many beautiful, picturesque
bush tracks. Prizes are
awarded not for the
fastest ride, but closest to
the average time. The age
range of the participants
varies from five year old
tiny kids, whose Dads
lead their ponies, to
seventy year old veterans.
Approximately 150
entrants take part in the
different categories.
In May the time trial has
a 15 km and 30 km Junior
and Open section.
In November they have a
10 km and 20 km section,
again Junior and Open.
There are also optional
section to enter, i.e.
• Thoroughbred
• Arab horses
• Spotted section.
The participants and the
onlookers are well
catered for by a full
canteen staffed by the
members of the clubs,
serving breakfast & lunch
with a friendly smile.

May

Shoeing a Horse at our 2002 Heritage Festival.
Dick Cleary at the forge, using genuine charcoal
for heating and shaping the steel shoes.
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The Vintage Car Club holding a picnic at Kurth Kiln in front of the historic kiln
The large covered area of the Big Shed provides shelter from the weather
Only some 60km from Melbourne Kurth Kiln is an ideal day-trip for groups planning a week-end activity. With its large covered area and many open fireplaces it provides lots
of options for all type
of weather.
The Friends of Kurth
Kiln have added to the
information available to
visitors on the site by
installing additional
Interpretation Boards
on the Shed front.
Expertly finished by
Henk Bouck the three
boxes blend in and
complement the rustic
finish of the shed.
The display covers the
history of Professor
Kurth and the design of
the kiln, the activities of
the Friends Group and
relevant environmental
information to the park.
Visible from the road
this display seems to be
the first stop for most
visitors, familiarising
themselves with the
kiln site. The kiln also
makes a nice backdrop
for photos.

Come to Kurth Kiln and enjoy the natural bush
environment, and walk some of the picturesque
walking tracks throughout Kurth Kiln Park.
If you join one of the active local Bushwalking Clubs you will
have the advantage of being with people who know the area
and its beauty spots. Of course, an even better idea is to
become a member of the Friends of Kurth Kiln, where you
have the added satisfaction of doing something worthwhile.
The Friends of Kurth Kiln Group has a wide field of interest
and encourages its members to develop their own projects
within the overall guidelines of a volunteer association. We
have people who love to build things: wood, steel, stone, you
name it. Others are interested in heritage and history, like to
write, take photos and work with computers. And still others
love to tinker with machinery, to ride horses, care for the
environment and bake delicious cakes for our meetings.
Two of our members, Jim and Pam McNabb, have formed
a new group called the Gembrook Flora and Fauna Group.
They are presently doing valuable work in hair-tubing surveys
of small mammal populations in the local area. Jim is a Field
Naturalist, an expert on owl species and a great motivator.
His videos on owls and other local fauna and flora can be
seen at our open days.
Kurth Kiln has a large picnic ground with tables and wood
barbeques, and overnight camping is possible. If you come
with a group and let the Friends of Kurth Kiln know in
advance we can open the historic sheds and display for you
and tell you a little bit about the kiln and its history.
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The Secretary can be reached on phone/fax 5967 4201,
Or by e-mail on auk@c031.aone.net.au
This Calendar was produced by Alfred & Ursula Klink and the
Friends of Kurth Kiln. Proofreading by Robert Burke.
May 2003
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The Time-line of Kurth Kiln
1940 Following the introduction of petrol
rationing in October 1940 Professor
Ernest Kurth of Tasmania is
commissioned by the Government to
design a kiln that could mass-produce
charcoal as a substitute for motor fuel.
1941 Kurth Kiln is established by the Forests
Commission of Victoria on Tomahawk
Creek, some 7km north of Gembrook.. It
is a rectangular brick structure 4m x 3.5m
x 8m high on a concrete foundation.
1942 The first firing of the kiln takes place on
the 18th March 1942. The kiln could hold
about 25 tonnes of wood (metre-long
billets) and, if optimum loading was
maintained, produced about 20 tonnes of
charcoal a week from 100 tonnes of wood.
A water-cooled grate at the bottom of the
stack caused the charred wood to crumble
under the weight of the stack into
manageable bits, and at the same time
maintained the charring temperature at the
critical point to produce a consistent
quality coal. Not only was this process
50% faster than any other method then in
use, it was also 15% more efficient.
1942 The easing of petrol rationing, along with
an oversupply of charcoal from private
producers results in continuous operations
at the Kiln coming to a halt in August
1942. The following four years see only
intermittent use of the kiln.
In all, some 500 tonnes of charcoal were
produced at Kurth Kiln.

1946 In February 1946 the Victorian Forests
Commission starts using the area as a
camp for forest workers. Huts are
purchased from the army and placed at the
Kurth Kiln site (a few of them still
standing) and Kurth Kiln becomes the
main base camp for the region, housing 80
-100 men in 18 huts.
1963 The FCV operations are scaled down; 3
huts burn down, only 8 remain.
1982 The site is developed as a picnic and
camping ground. A further three huts are
demolished in 1982 and the material used
to modify one of the remaining ones as a
Caretaker’s Residence.
1984 Ron Thornton moves into the Residence
and assumes the role of Caretaker.
1996 Conservation Plan prepared for Kurth Kiln
by the Department of Natural Resources
and Environment; (Daniel Catrice).
1997 Major Repair to the Flue and Chimney
structure of the Kiln are done.
1999 Formation of the Friends of Kurth Kiln as
an Incorporated Association. Procurements of Volunteer Grants for the
Conservation and Promotion of Kurth
Kiln.
2000 Repair to Steel work of Kiln, replacement
of two missing charcoal chute doors. Reestablishment of retaining dam for
Waterwheel. Draining and dredging silt
and weeds from the main Pond. Install a
5000 litre rainwater collection Tank.
In June Ron Thornton dies.

2001 Construct a new 6 foot waterwheel and
flume as a working exhibit to symbolise
the historic past. Construct three new
Interpretation/Display Boards on Shed.
2002 Commission Kurth Kiln Heritage Action
Plan; BIOSIS (Gary Vines). Investigate the
reconstruction of the Charcoal Grader.
Create a new 1km long Thornton Walking
Track on the north side of Tomahawk
Creek; build a 15m bridge across the
Creek. Commence categorising and
computer cataloguing the Cultural
Heritage Items at Kurth Kiln.
2003 Install a Solar Electric system to allow use
of on-site computer and operate Visitor
Displays. Construct benches and trestle
tables for use on-site.
Repair annexe (04A) next to Kiln
Continue the cataloguing work.
Produce Friendship Festival.
Nowadays Kurth Kiln, at the centre of Kurth Kiln
Park, is appreciated for its picturesque picnic and
camping ground environment, its walking tracks
as well as its historical Heritage.
Additions to the area since the charcoal producing
/ base camp days have been minimal and mainly
consist of picnic tables, toilets and facilities
for horse riders.
Kurth Kiln Park is north of Gembrook, to the west
of Bunyip State Park and consists of some 3500ha
of State Forest.
Melway reference: page 14.

