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This Booklet was produced with funding 
from the

under the 2008-2009 Round of Grants to  
Voluntary Environment and Heritage  

Organisations (GVEHO)

and donations from our members

The Friends of Kurth Kiln are a group of Volunteers 
under the auspices of Parks Victoria. The group’s 
aim is to promote greater public awareness of the 
cultural heritage of the historic Kurth Kiln site.

It is with deep gratitude we acknowledge the continuous help and support 
given to us by the Rangers and Staff of Parks Victoria Gembrook Office.   
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[1]	The	Parkers	as	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln
[1]   The Parkers as 

Friends of Kurth Kiln

Farmers, Authors, Teachers, Soldiers and 
Recipients of the Order of Australia Medal

Reflections collected by the Friends of Kurth Kiln 

In appreciation of the memorable moments the couple have provided
 with their unique input over the years at our meetings
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FOREWORD BY TAMMY LOBATO MP, MEMBER FOR GEMBROOK

Foreword

I	am	fortunate	to	have	been	closely	involved	with	Kurth	Kiln	Park	over	the	last	
decade	and	have	had	the	privilege	of	opening	the	annual	Kurth	Kiln	Festival	on	a	
number	of	occasions.	This	magnificent	3500	hectare	park	in	Gembrook	is	unique	
in	that	it	provides,	not	only	a	fascinating	insight	into	the	history	of	the	area,	but	
also	into	the	social	fabric	of	a	past	era.	Kurth	Kiln,	named	after	the	enterprising	
Ernest	E.	Kurth,	was	the	site	of	a	charcoal	kiln	designed	to	provide	an	alternative	
to	petrol,	at	a	time	when	World	War	II	led	to	widespread	fuel	shortages.	Although	
its	time	as	a	kiln	was	short-lived,	many	fascinating	artefacts	continue	to	be	un-
earthed	at	the	site	and	provide	clues	to	life	in	the	1940s.

However,	the	value	of	Kurth	Kiln	is	not	just	historical:	it	is	also	a	place	of	enor-
mous	environmental	significance	which	attracts	visitors	to	the	Gembrook	area.	
Through	the	active	“Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln”	Group,	the	park	also	plays	an	important	
part	of	community	life	in	the	district.

None	capture	the	spirit	of	Kurth	Kiln	more	than	founding	members	of	the	
Friends	Group	and	local	identities	Bill	and	Lorna	Parker,	who	between	them	have	
accumulated	vast	amounts	of	knowledge	about	Gembrook	and	Kurth	Kiln	Park.	
I	have	heard	some	of	their	wonderful	tales	at	first	hand	but	now	I	am	thrilled	that	
this	publication	will	allow	those	stories,	and	more,	to	get	the	appreciative	audience	
they	deserve.

Knowledge	of	our	cultural	heritage	is	a	precious	gift	to	be	treasured.	To	pass	
on	this	knowledge	to	the	younger	generations	is	our	responsibility	and	also	our	
obligation.	It	is	with	gratitude	and	admiration	that	I	present	to	you	this	special	pub-
lication	which	tells	so	much	about	people	and	places	very	dear	to	my	heart.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Tammy	Lobato	MP
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Member	for	Gembrook
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The	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	Group	was	
constituted	in	April	1999,	and	cel-

ebrated	the	tenth	anniversary	in	June	
this	year.	Bill	and	Lorna	Parker	are	
founding	members	of	the	group	and	we	
are	indebted	to	them	for	guidance	in	our	
understanding	of	local	history.	

Since	the	occasion	of	Bill	and	Lorna	
Parker’s	60th	wedding	anniversary	in	
2004	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	started	to	
put	together	a	collection	of	contributions	
the	Parkers	have	made	to	our	newslet-
ter,	“The	Kiln”,	and	on	many	other	occa-
sions	over	these	past	ten	years.	

Bill	and	Lorna	have	lived	in	the	
Gembrook	area	most	of	their	lives,	
and	with	their	active	interest	and	
participation	in	local	affairs	have	be-
come	the	acknowledged	historians	
of	the	area.	
The	book	“Forest	to	Farming,	Gem-
brook:	an	early	history”	by	Genseric	
(Bill)	Parker,	has	been	a	valuable	
information	source	to	us,	and	Bill’s	
lunchtime	anecdotes	at	the	working	
bees	are	a	refreshing	stimulus	for	
historic	discussions.	
In	Nangana,	November	2009
	 	 	 A	&	U	Klink
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THE FRIENDS OF KURTH 
KILN: THE BEGINNING

In	the	mid	-eighties,	long	be-fore	the	group	was	officially	
formed,	Alfred	and	Ursula	
were	involved	in	researching	
the	Kiln’s	history.	

Many	letters	were	written	to	
government	departments	
enquiring	about	Professor	
Kurth,	including	one	to	the	
University	of	Tasmania.	

The	University	published	this	
letter	in	their	Graduate	News-
paper	in	September	1987,	
and	soon	afterwards	Dor-
othy	Kurth,	one	of	Professor	
Kurth’s	descendents	living	in	
Melbourne	(see	below),	made	
contact,	and	(as	the	saying	
goes)	the	rest	is	history.
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Late	in	1998,	following	the	positive	response	from	the	University	of	Tasmania,	
Ranger	Dave	Drangsholt	from	Parks	Victoria	Gembrook	Office	suggested	to	

form	a	“Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	Group”.	He	arranged	a	meeting	for	Tuesday	Febru-
ary	23	1999	with	Marc	Marsden,	(then	President	of	the	Friends	of	Bunyip),	and	
Marc’s	wife	Anne,	to	discuss	ideas	on	establishing	another	Friends	group.	On	
the	day	Marc	suggested	that	Alfred	should	design	a	pamphlet,	outlining	the	aims	
of	the	new	group.

On	29	March	1999	a	meeting	was	held	at	the	Klink’s	home.	Present	were	
Anne	Marsden,	Roma	Robbins,	Rosemary	Scott,	Alfred	and	Ursula,	and	Malcolm	
Brennan	from	Parks	Victoria.	Aims	and	Objectives	were	discussed.	It	was	de-
cided	to	distribute	200	pamphlets	to	local	Government,	businesses	and	groups	
and	design	a	Kurth	Kiln	Web-site.	The	need	for	incorporation	was	stressed	and	
Alfred	was	asked	to	look	into	it.	Rosemary	Scott	offered	to	write	an	article	in	the	
Ranges	Trader	newsletter	entitled	“New	life	for	Kurth	Kiln”	advertising	a	meeting	
on	May	4.	

Taking	part	in	that	meeting	were:	Henk	and	Riet	Bouck;	Judy	Carrucan;	Jean	
Eckersley;	Marc	and	Anne	Marsden;	Alfred	and	Ursula	Klink;	Roma	Robbins;	
Rosemary	Scott;	Meinhard	and	Hilda	Holtz.	Apologies	were	received	from:	Bill	
Parker,	Malcolm	Brennan,	Margaret	Schuurmans-Young,	Hanna	Salzwedel,	
Luzia	Blochlinger	and	Leonora	Cox.

A	letter	from	Graeme	Legge,	Cardinia	Shire	Councillor,	wished	the	group	well	
in	their	endeavours	and	complimented	the	design	of	the	pamphlet.
	

Membership	Fee	Structure	was	discussed.	Marc	Marsden	suggested	that	a	
period	Gas	Producer	would	make	a	nice	exhibit	for	the	Kiln	display	and	perhaps	
a	vintage	car	dealer	may	have	such	an	item.	A	note	to	that	effect	was	agreed	to	
go	on	the	Kurth	Kiln	Internet	page.	“Paritech	Pty	Ltd”,	Rick	and	Paul	Klink’s	soft-
ware	business,	kindly	offered	to	arrange	incorporation	and	cover	the	cost	of	it.		

At	a	meeting	held	at	Kurth	Kiln	on	8th	June	at	10:00am	Incorporation	was	
confirmed	and	Officers	elected	(see	page	8).

(see Appendix “A” page 116 for a Statement of Philosophy of the Friends of Kurth Kiln group) 
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1999	Committee	Meeting	on	Kurth	Kiln	Picnic	Ground	
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GENSERIC (BILL) PARKER’S KURTH KILN INVOLVEMENT 
Bill	Parker	has	been	an	active	member	of	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	since	its	

inception	in	1999.	A	historian	of	renown,	who	wrote	the	book	"Forest	to	Farm-
ing,	Gembrook:	an	early	history",	he	has	written	many	articles	about	the	local	
area	and	its	people,	some	of	which	he	has	read	out	during	the	lunch	break	of	our	
working	bees.	Many	have	been	published	in	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	newsletter	
"The	Kiln",	the	of,	and	a	collection	of	them	was	made	into	a	booklet	presented	to	
Bill	and	Lorna	on	the	occasion	of	their	Diamond	Wedding	Anniversary	in	February	
2004.

Below	is	a	resumé	of	the	Parkers’	activity	in	the	Friends	Group	as	listed	there:		
•	 On	two	Heritage	Bus	Tours	through	Bunyip	State	Park	and	Kurth	Kiln	Park	

organised	by	Parks	Victoria	(24th	October	2000	and	August	2001)	Bill	nar-
rated	the	history	of	the	area	(page	90).	

•	 He	and	his	wife	Lorna	regularly	take	an	active	part	in	at	the	working	bees	
at	Kurth	Kiln	and	join	in	other	Friends	activities.	

•	 In	2003	Bill	had	a	hip	replacement.	After	his	full	recovery	he	joined	in	with	
the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	activities	again.	

•	 Bill	has	also	helped	to	organise	various	activities	for	the	Friends	Group:	
•	 Saturday	13	November	1999		Bill	arranged	for	his	daughter	Wendy	Sav-

age,	an	authority	on	native	flora,	to	help	identify	indigenous	plants	along	
the	Tomahawk	Walking	Track	(page	17).	

•	 Tuesday	3	November	2000	a	plaque	was	erected	at	the	site	of	the	Beenak	
"Red	Mail	Box",	after	Bill	researched	its	history	with	John	Waghorn,	fellow	
historian	and	retired	Australia	Post	employee	(page	28).

•	 On	12	August	2000	in	a	commemorative	tree	planting	ceremony	for	Ron	
Thornton	Bill	recited	the	Recessional	(page	24).			

•	 Tuesday	27	February	2001	Bill	and	his	wife	Lorna	regularly	came	to	help	
move,	erect	and	paint	the	Helmeted	Honeyeaters’	aviaries	when	shifted	
from	Yellingbo	to	Tonimbuk	(page	96).	

•	 Saturday	8	September	2001	when	Ranger	Dave	Drangsholt,	Friends	of	
Kurth	Kiln	Parks	Victoria	contact,	left	the	area	Bill	gave	the	officially	fare-
well	speech	(page	34)	

•	 Saturday	8	December	2001	at	the	Christmas	break-up	at	Kurth	Kiln,	Bill	
invited	Mr.	John	Waghorn	and	his	wife	Phyllis.	

•	 Sunday	13	October	2002	at	the	official	opening	of	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	
newly	constructed	Thornton	Walking	Track	by	the	Mayor	of	Cardinia,	Bill	
again	recited	the	Recessional	(page	25).	

•	 Saturday	2	February	2004	Bill	and	Lorna	Parker	invited	the	Friends	Group	
to	their	family	and	friends	60th	wedding	anniversary	(page	100).	

•	 Wednesday	5	May	2004	Bill	donated	a	hay	sweep	and	a	scythe	from	his	
farm	to	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	movable	Heritage	Collection	(page	73)	

The Friends of Kurth Kiln very much appreciate Bill Parker’s friendship and 
his ongoing input to the group. We look forward to many more discussions 
about local history and its people with him. (See page 106 for the truly amaz-
ing scope of Bill’s community life achievements).
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BILL PARKER’S 2008 HERITAGE FESTIVAL OPENING SPEECH
Not only has Bill been an active participant in the affairs of the Friends of 
Kurth Kiln, but he (and his wife Lorna) have also been efficient and 
effective ambassadors for the group. Below is Bill’s address in opening the 
2008 Kurth Kiln Heritage festival.

Kurth	Kiln	operated	from	1941	till	1943	producing	charcoal	for	the	gas	
producers	which	helped	to	keep	the	motor	vehicles	running	when	petrol	was	
rationed	in	World	War	II.	

In	1999	some	interested	neighbours	thought	we	should	revive	it	as	a	tourist	
attraction	so	a	committee	was	formed	and	on	it	we	had	members	from	four		
different	countries,	which	just	shows	how	multiculturalism	has	been	great	thing	for	
Australia.

We	have	a	dedicated	and	hard	working	committee	and	as	you	can	imagine	
there	has	been	a	lot	of	time	and	money	spent	in	restoring,	such	as	making	a	
new	Waterwheel,	which	apparently	provided	some	of	the	power	when	they	were	
processing	the	charcoal	which	was	then	bagged	and	sold	to	the	customers.	

As	this	is	the	major	area	for	Pony	and	Horse	clubs	to	come	for	their	trials,	I	
have	seen	as	many	as	a	hundred	horses	here	in	a	day,	so	that	required	a	lot	of	
fencing	for	the	yards.	In	addition	a	lot	of	fencing	was	required	to	safeguard	the	
trees	and	shrubs	which	we	have	planted	along	with	the	pupils	of	other	schools.

Kurth	Kiln	has	become	Gembrook’s	number	one	tourist	attraction	and	I	would	
estimate	thousands	come	here	every	year.	I	wish	to	thank	the	people	taking	part	
in	this	festival	for	their	help	to	make	it	a	success.

I	hope	you	all	
enjoy	yourselves,	
not	only	for	the	
festival	but	also	
for	the	informa-
tion	you	can	read	
on	the	various	
displays	around	
the	place.

	 	 	
I	thank	you	

							G.	Parker	

																			
For	a	collage	of	
Heritage	Festi-
val	pictures	see	
page	98
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LOCALITY MAP OF THE KURTH KILN HISTORIC SITE



[2] Parker Stories published in “The Kiln” 
Newsletter 

[2]  
pArker  stories  published in  

“the Kiln”  N e w s l e t t e r s
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The Friends of Kurth Kiln produced their first Newsletter in December 1999. 
The feature article, on the following pages, was written by Wendy Savage, 
Bill and Lorna Parker’s daughter, on a Plant Watch Bush Walk Workshop 
taken with our group:
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KURTH KILN PLANT WATCH WORKSHOP 

It was a great pleasure to join with the Friends of Kurth Kiln on Saturday 13th 
November, to participate in their meeting, morning activity and barbeque lunch. 

We had been asked to identify the plants along the track beside the Tomahawk 
Creek so a pamphlet could be prepared which 
would point out the interesting features to visitors 
to the park.

It was a perfect day to be out in the bush as 
it was pleasantly warm and sunny before the 
impending cool change.  We made very slow 
progress, as to amateur botanists the area was 
full of interest, with many plants in flower to iden-
tify.

  We concentrated on the shrubs and small 
flowering plants, although we did note the fine 
clumps of Tassell Cord Rush around the dam. 
The Common Froglet, Crinia signifera, could be 
heard calling here with it’s distinctive ratchet-like 
croak. 

Huge thickets of Coral Fern (often called umbrel-
la fern) were in many places along our walk, 

and we found there were two varieties - the pouched and the scrambling. They 
look the same unless examined closely, when it can be seen that the small seg-
ments of the pouched variety curl under whereas the scrambling one is quite flat. 

Along the creek the main fern appeared to be Fishbone Water Fern, whose 
fronds resemble the backbone of a fish.  Blue Dampiera was flowering profusely 
and seemed to grow nearly everywhere. It is a spreading, low growing shrub 
with a pretty, sky blue flower. The lovely blue Tall Sun Orchid was found in many 
places too, and this was the only orchid we saw, apart for some Bird Orchids 
which had just finished flowering. 

There were a number of shrubs of the pea family, which have the ‘egg and 
bacon’ flowers, but the most widespread and showy one was the Handsome 
Flat-pea.  Halfway along the upper part of the track we came across Pink Bells 
(Tetratheca ciliata) and they slowed our progress quite a bit as we puzzled over 
their exact identification. Some of these plants seemed to have fewer leaves 
along their flowering stems and we thought they may be the rarer species 
(Tetratheca stenocarpa). 

There were quite a few patches of Creamy Stackhousia, or Candles, which are 
creamy coloured 5-petalled little flowers which grow plentifully around the top of a 
bare stem.  Trigger Plants were not quite as common, and they resemble Candles 
somewhat, but are mauve coloured. They derive their common name from their 
method of pollination. When an insect reaches into the nectary, a spring loaded 

Tall Sun Orchid
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column flies up and hits in on the back, depositing pollen on it, to fertilise the next 
flower it visits. 

There were many Tall Sundews along the track (the “tall” part is relative to the 
other sundews, as they are only about 10 - 15 cm high). These are insectivorous 
plants which usually grow in nitrogen deficient soils and supplement their diet with 
insects caught in sticky hairs. Another interest-
ing plant we found was the leafless, parasitic 
Dodder-laurel, which looks like string tangled 
over and around the shrubs. It has small suck-
ers which we could see attached to the stems 
of it’s host, and the one we saw had round 
green fruits on it.

Prickly Teatree was plentiful, and the Woolly 
Teatree grew near the creek along with the 
Scented Paperbark, which was flowering with 
lemon bottlebrush flowers. As we neared the 
bridge crossing the creek, we came across 
Burgan (Kunzea ericoides). It looks a bit like 
a Teatree, and has fine leaves and an almost 
weeping habit. It can take over in some areas, 
particularly where disturbance has occurred, 
and can almost assume weed status.  The fact 
that there was only a small patch seemed to in-
dicate that there was a good balance of natural 
vegetation in the area.

Tall upright Club Mosses (Lycododium species) grew thickly in one area.  Al-
though they resemble ferns, they are fern allies, and in the past formed an abun-
dant section of the world’s flora. The ‘clubs’ refer to their reproductive arrange-
ment, and these looked almost like long cones held upright above the plants.

Two yellow flowering shrubs were conspicuous right beside the bridge - the 
Yellow Riceflower and Hop Goodenia. These can be very plentiful, but we only 
saw one plant of each. Walking back beside the creek along the other side, 
brought us to a spot where there were some new plants, which grow in moister 
areas. 

Musk Daisy-bush, with large shiny green leaves with silver backs was grow-
ing near the creek, as well as Mountain Pepper which has smaller shiny green 
leaves and reddish stems, and is quite peppery to taste. Some large clumps of 
the uncommon King Fern grew here.  It resembles the well know tree ferns at first 
glance, but has a much shorter trunk which is less noticeable, and leathery, bright 
green fronds. 

There were a number of pretty spots beside the creek like this one, with large 
moss-covered rocks and ferns growing in the shade.  Meinhard came along 
armed with his axe, and put it to good use clearing saplings which had fallen over 
the track.  Riet photographed the more conspicuous flowers with Ursula’s very 
fancy digital camera. Jackie provided entertainment by discovering a leech too far 

Milkmaids
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up her trouser leg to reach from the bottom. Leeches have an uninhibiting effect 
on Jackie as we discovered when she removed it without delay. 

Ken had set off to look for birds while we concentrated on the plants, but was 
a bit disappointed in the small number of species spotted.  The windy conditions 
preceding the change could explain this.  
 

Our barbeque lunch was very welcome after such a long walk, as was the 
time we spent chatting in the picturesque surrounds of the old buildings, and 

sampling Ursula’s excellent cooking.  The plants we have listed are only those 
which we identified in the time we had available, and were identified to the best 
of our knowledge.  There would be many more not in flower, or which we couldn’t 
identify quickly. 

 
The plant list supplied from the  
Victorian Flora Information Systems, 
Natural Resources & Environment was 
used as our reference. 
We look forward to returning to look in 
more detail at another time of year.

Tall upright 
Club Mosses

Wendy Savage
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Wendy Savage’S LiSt of PLantS at Kurth KiLn 
Survey by Wendy Savage, Jackie Tims & Anne Marsden

Trees    Common Names
Acacia  melanoxylon  Blackwood
Eucalyptus obliqua   Messmate Stringybark
Eucalyptus radiata   Narrow-leaf Peppermint
 
Shrubs
Acacia  genistifolia  Spreading Wattle
Acacia  mucronata  Narrow-leaf Wattle
Acacia  myrtifolia  Myrtle Wattle
Acacia  oxycedrus  Spike Wattle
Acacia  verticillata  Prickly Moses
Ampera  xiphoclada  Broom Spurge
Banksia  marginata  Silver Banksia
Banksia  spinulosa  Hairpin Banksia
Bauera  ruboides  Wiry Bauera
Correa   reflexa   Common Corea
Dampiera stricta   Blue Dampiera
Goodenia ovata   Hop goodenia
Hakea  sericea   Bushy Needlewood
Hakea  ulcina   Furze Hakea
Hovea  linearis   Erect Hovea
Hovea  pannosa  Velvet Hovea
Kunzea  ericoides  Burgan
Leptospermum  continentale  Prickly Teatree
Leptospermum lanigerum  Woolly Teatree
Lomatia  ilicifolia   Holly Lomatia
Melaleuca squarrosa  Scented Paperbark
Olearia  argophylla  Musk Daisy-bush
Olearia  lirata   Snowy Daisy-bush
Pimelea flava   Yellow Riceflower
Platylobium formosum  Handsome Flat-pea
Polyscias sambucifolia  Elderberry Panax
Pomaderris aspera   Hazel Pomaderris
Prostanthera asianthos  Victorian Christmas Bush
Pultenaea gunnii   Golden Bush-pea
Pultenaea scabra   Rough Bush-pea
Tasmannia lanceolata  Mountain Pepper
Tetratheca ciliata   Pink Bells
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Creepers
Billardiera  scandens  Common Apple-berry
Clematis  aristata   Mountain Clematis
Cassytha  pubescens  Downy Dodder-laurel
 
Orchids
Thelymitra  media    Tall Sun-orchid
 
Herbs 
Burchardia  umbellata  Milkmaids
Drosera   peltata   Tall Sundew
Goodenia  lanata   Trailing Goodenia
Hibbertia  empetrifolia  Trailing Guinea Flower
Lagenifera  gracilis   Slender Bottle-daisy
Stackhousia  monogyna  Creamy Stackhousia
Stylidium  graminifolium  Grass Trigger-plant
 
Grasses & Rushes
Gahnia   radula   Thatch Saw-sedge
Lomandra  filiformis  Wattle Mat-rush
Lomandra  longifolia  Spiny-headed Mat-rush
Restio   tetraphyllus  Tassell  Cord-rush
 
Ferns
Blechnum  nudum   Fishbone Water Fern
Cyathea  australis  Rough Tree-fern
Gleichenia  microphylla  Scrambling Coral Fern
Gleichenia  dicarpa   Pouched Coral Fern
Todea   barbara   Austral King Fern

A variety of birds seen and/or heard will be listed next time. We have some 
more pictures taken on the day and will try and include them in the next  
issue.        Ed
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In our second newsletter, July 2000,  Bill Parker recited the Recessional in 
the tribute to Ron Thornton, who passed away in June 2000.  

A TRIBUTE TO RON THORNTON
a Friend, and acting Caretaker of Kurth Kiln for 18 years  
 

Ron Thornton died on 24 June 2000. On the 12 of August his family and friends 
came together at Kurth Kiln to spread his ashes in a tree planting ceremony 

of remembrance. For 25 years Kurth Kiln was Ron’s “place of solace”. He was 
resident caretaker for 18 years looking after what he called his paradise, his 
“Garden of Eden”. When Ron’s health started to fail his son Neil Thornton and 
wife Susan helped him so that he could continue to live here. They organised this 
ceremony with Parks Victoria and supplied a barbeque lunch at the tranquil and 
beautiful historic Kurth Kiln. 

Neil welcomed everyone present on behalf of his family, wife Susan, son 
Stephen with friend Sue Ann, his sons Paul and James and Neil’s sisters Hazel 
and Gail. He reflected on his father’s life and love of his bush home and thanked 
all for their friendship and support. 

Ranger Dave Drangsholt followed with a poem he had composed for the 
occasion, called just: 
                            
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 stream,
He battled on alone to achieve his own life’s dream.
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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?”

Dave Drangsholt reciting his poem with Susan Thornton looking on

Ron Thornton in September 1999 (Picture Sue Jarvis Archives)
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After Susan Thornton read the 23rd Psalm, Neil Thornton planted a native 
tree in the garden and scattered Ron’s ashes around it. 

 

The ceremony concluded with Bill Parker reciting the Recessional:

They do not grow old
As we that are left grow old.
Age does not weary them,
Nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the sun,
And in the morning,

We will remember them,
   

Lest we forget!
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THORNTON WALKING TRACK OFFICIAL OPENING

Ron Thornton was passionate about Kurth Kiln, and dedicated almost 25 years 
to taking care of the site, until he passed away in June 2000. 

To commemorate Ron’s devotion to the bush and the kiln area, the Friends 
of Kurth Kiln, with the support of Parks Victoria, created a walking track in the 
pristine bush upstream to the north of the kiln along Tomahawk Creek.  Both the 
Mayor of Shire of Yarra Ranges, Cr. Ken Smith and the Mayor of Cardinia Cr. 
Keith Ewenson attended the opening on Sunday 13 October 2002.  
    

The President of the Friends of Kurth Kiln, Meinhard Holtz, welcomed every-
one and detailed the events leading up to the construction of the track and the 
building of the Thornton bridge. The Mayors and Greg Young from Parks Victoria 
Gembrook Office spoke in turn and endorsed the project.

 
Dave Drangsholt read out the poem 

“Ron” and unveiled the new Track Inter-
pretation Board, prepared by Anthony 
Poole of “Gemsigns” and illustrated by 
artist Sue Jarvis.
  

Bill Parker recited the Recessional 
while Neil Thornton, son of the late Ron 
Thornton, scattered Ron Thornton’s 
ashes at the entrance to the Track.
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Both Bill (below) and Lorna (next page) contributed to the Friends of Kurth 
Kiln 3rd Edition Newsletter in December 2000.

THE RICHMONDS OF BEENAK  

Mr and Mrs Richmond were Canadians and settled on one of the three 320-
acre blocks which were surrounded by forest land out at Beenak, about 

seven miles from Gembrook on the East Beenak Road. Mr Richmond was an ec-
centric and never seemed to work, so Mrs Richmond was the bread winner. She 
was a remarkable woman. About 5 foot 7 inches, she was quite masculine in that 
she was strongly built. 

I remember Mrs Richmond first from when I was a little boy at state school. 
On a Thursday afternoon she would come in on a specially fitted push bike for 
carrying loads and load it up with food stuffs, haberdashery and clothing brought 
up on the train. She also apparently got the medicine for her sick husband. After 
securely strapping the load on her bike, she would often come up to our place, as 
we lived just up from the station. Mum would give her a meal, and often in  
wintertime, it would be dark before she left. With only a carbide light on the bike, 
she would set off to push bike the seven miles home in the dark, and often the 
rain. 

Apparently the Richmonds had a couple of cows, as she told us that when she 
would get home, she would cut some hazel scrub to feed them. She was fond of 
flowers and would often send to Holland for bulbs. She would give me the stamps 
off the parcels for my stamp collection. 

On Fridays Mrs Richmond would push her bike the remaining few miles up to 
the Beenak settlement to sell her goods to the families there as it was a thriving 
saw-milling area. I often wondered, though, how she made a living from the lim-
ited amount of goods that she had to sell. I think she must have had some other 
form of income. 

The East Beenak Road ran past the front of their property, and I remember, as 
a boy, on two separate occasions, when I was going with a family in a light wagon 
of two horses out to Beenak for a picnic, being stopped by Mr Richmond with a 
gun in his hand and insisting that he owned the road! I remember the male mem-
bers of our party having to do some smart talking to be allowed to continue. 

Apparently on one occasion when a chap was walking past and stopped to 
look round, Mr Richmond came out with the gun and said: 

“Look fella, you had better beat it while your boots are good.” 

When I came back from the war, Mrs Richmond had departed this life, but Mr 
Richmond was bent like the letter ‘c’ and living in a little place in Innes Road in 
Gembrook. His favourite drink was methylated spirits, which makes me wonder if 
the medicine his wife used to take out to him all those years ago was some form 
of drug. 
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Lorna remembers seeing Bullocky Robinson & Wally Legg and their team at Kurth 
Kiln. She taught Bullocky Robbie’s son and daughter at Gembrook.

PEREGRINATIONS

I taught at Gembrook State School during 
WWII, and after school or at weekends 

I often explored the surrounding forest on 
foot, on bike or on a borrowed horse.

At this time petrol was in very short sup-
ply and was strictly rationed. An alternative 
fuel was charcoal which was burnt in a 

clumsy looking burner attached to the 
back of the motor vehicle and produced a 
gas called, I think, Producer Gas, which 
was used to drive the vehicle. 

On one of my peregrinations I remem-
ber coming across Kurth Kiln away out 
in the bush. I saw tree logs being pulled 
into the Kiln by Bullocky “Robbie”, (whose 
children were my pupils) and his team of 
bullocks. The charcoal was made in the 
Kiln by slow combustion.

As soon as the war ended and petrol 
was again available, everybody quickly 
reverted back to it and the Kiln and its 
charcoal became redundant.
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Also featured in this Edition was an article on the historic Beenak mailbox.

REMEMBER THE RED MAIL BOX IN BEENAK?

The red box used to be located in a bend of Beenak Road, just past the Beenak 
Cemetery. It was fixed to the tallest gum tree around with a sturdy steel bolt, 

and served as a mail collection point for the area for many years.  Although the 
Beenak Post Office officially closed in August 31st 1951, the box continued this 
function until about 1975.  The box has now disappeared, but the mounting bolt 
can still be seen, in a deep gash on the mighty tree. 

 
A ceremony commemorating the Red Mail Box, and the people that looked af-

ter it, was held on site on Thursday the 23rd November. Underneath the majestic 
old messmate tree, on a cloudy day, Bill Parker and Dave Drangsholt  unveiled a 
plaque erected next to the tree, inscribed with the names of the Beenak postmas-
ters and postmistresses. 

Members of Parks Victoria and the Friends of Kurth Kiln attended the cer-
emony. Bill Parker, local historian and author of the book “Forest to Farming, 
Gembrook: an early history”, related some of the rich and interesting history of the 
Letter Box in Beenak, which he had collected with the help of John Waghorn, a 
fellow historian and retired Australia Post employee. 

Postal services commenced at Beenak on 1 November 1878 when a post 
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Bill Parker and John Waghorn

office was opened under the control of J. Claxton. The new office was one of 64 
that opened in that year, among which were Beaconsfield, Kyabram and 
Numurkah.  For his services as postmaster, Claxton, also a local landowner, 
received 6 Pound per annum. This was increased in the following year to 9 Pound 
per annum.

At this time Beenak was on the Lilydale to Warburton mail route, which trav-
elled via Wandin Yallock, Beenak (Claxton’s), Launching Place and Hoddles 
Creek.  This was a once a week service. There was also a branch line from 
Beenak to Woori Yallock (Claxton's Homestead) serviced also once a week.  The 
mail contractor was E.J. Buller who operated several routes in the area. Claxton 
remained as postmaster until 1882 when control of the post office was taken over 
by J.C. Goodson. 

Goodson remained postmaster until 1907. Buller held the contract until 
1879/80 after which the route was operated by Robertson, Wagner & Company, 
a big mail contracting and transport concern that held contracts for many routes 
around the colony.  This company operated the route until 1883/84.  There were 
also changes in the route.  Beenak was now the turn-around point on a route 
which travelled from Woori Yallock via Woori Yallock State School, Claxton's and 
Hoddles  Creek.
 
after federation the PoStmaSterS/PoStmiStreSSeS Were:

1901 to 1907  Mr. John Charles Goodson. Mail at that time came on 
horseback and was collected Mondays, Wednesdays and Friday at 12.45 p.m.  
(Mr. Goodson had 11 sons and some of the descendants still live in Gembrook.) 

1907 to 1908 Mr.  Richard Bennetts. 
1908 to 1911   Olive Farrington.
1911 to 1911  J. A. Slater
1911 to 1915  C. Taylor. 
1915 to 1915  Sarah, Jane Lees. (The Lees owned two blocks a little to 

the east of Goodson’s, adjacent to the surveyed township 
of Beenak and its cemetery). 

1915 to 1951  James Hunter.
 

In Mr. Parker’s youth this area was 
a scene of activity. Until the great 1926 
bush-fire, Beenak was a big saw milling 
area and had a greater population than 
Gembrook. There was even talk of Puffing 
Billy going to Beenak instead of Gem-
brook, however Gembrook was selected 
because of the extensive farming in the 
area.

Dave Drangsholt, Gembrook’s Parks 
Victoria Ranger, thanked Mr. Parker for 
his dedication to preserving the history of 
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the area and his enthusiasm in motivating people’s interest. He concluded the 
ceremony by reading this extract from an article called,  “Beenak the town that 
never happened”: ‘Beenak, at the extreme north of the Shire, can scarcely even 
be called a “ghost town" –  it is rather a township that never happened! Maps 
show a settlement of small residential subdivisions and a cemetery, surveyed in 
the forested ranges, but it appears that they were never developed though farms 
and foresters' huts were scattered through the district, and there was, for a time, 
a school at Beenak.  Timber Sawmills worked through the forest, moving on when 
all the usable timber had been cut out.

At one time there were twenty-five mills in the Beenak-Gembrook area. Pros-
pecting for minerals revealed traces of gold, but not in payable amounts. Alluvial 
tin was extracted for fifty years, but the parent lode was never located.    Appar-
ently water, to wash out the tin from the clay and earth, was not readily available 
in large enough quantities.  Other minerals round were traces of brown coal and 
crystals, some two feet long.’
  

In the end history chose Gembrook, with its potential for farming as the local 
centre, and Beenak is still the Cinderella of the area, waiting to be re-awakened 
from its 100 year slumber. 
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“Belvedere”, Bill Parker’s childhood home, taken in 1942. 
Photo from Bill’s book: “Forest to Farming, Gembrook: an early history”

July 2001 in the 4th Edition Bill wrote his reminiscences on Fred Pritchett

FRED PRITCHETT AND MY FIRST CLASS SCOUT BADGE

Recently (in January 2001), my daughter Beth went for a trip to Tasmania. I 
asked her to see if she could locate, in Hobart, an old school friend of mine 

by the name of Fred Pritchett. She attended the Anglican Cathedral in Hobart on 
the Sunday, and seeing some elderly gentlemen there, asked if they knew a man 
by that name. Lo and behold, one was Fred! Nearly 90 years of age, he is still a 
very active member there. I had last seen him in 1940.
 

At the age of 13, when in the scouts, one of my tasks to get my first class 
badge, was to do a two day trek, camp out one night and cover a certain amount 
of miles. Fred, a rover scout of 17, agreed to go with me. Fred worked in the 
Gembrook general store (the one which has just been demolished) for Harry 
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Knight. The store did not close till 6 pm on week nights and 9 pm on Saturday 
nights. However, Fred and I set off at 6 pm one Saturday night with our camping 
gear and food, and walked to the Shiprock Falls where we pitched our tent and 
camped the night. 

The next morning, after hiding our gear in the bush, except some food for our 
dinner, we set off to go to Thoneman’s property at Beenak, which overlooks the 
Yarra Valley and can be seen clearly from Gembrook. We left the Beenak Road 
opposite Soldiers Road and cut through the bush to Walmsley’s property, where 
there were some beautiful oaks though the house had been burned down. On 
roughly an acre of ground, I remember, we counted four giant messmate trees 
which would have been about ten feet in diameter. 

On arriving at his property, we were fortunate in meeting Mr Thoneman, an 
enormous German man of 18 stone. When we told him our mission, he walked 
us to the top of the hill and gave us a lot of the history of the place. Mr Thoneman 
was connected with the Stock Exchange in Melbourne and also had a station 
property in Queensland. He showed us the site where he had built a 14-room 
house on top of the hill. Apparently one night when no-one had been in the house, 
a disgruntled employee had set fire to the house and had burnt it down. I had 
heard that the fire had been seen by some people in Gembrook. He had imported 
the roof tiles from France and some were still lying around on the ground. 

On arriving back at the Shiprock Falls we collected our gear and walked back 
to Hoadley Lodge, Gilwell Park. Mr Hoadley was the Commissioner of Scouts for 
Victoria and also the Principal of Footscray Technical School. During the Depres-
sion he had often helped students to support themselves in their study by employ-
ing them to work on his property, 

When we arrived at Hoadley Lodge there was a medical student there whom 
we had met before. As it was dark, he invited us to stay the night. After tea we 
had a good old sing song with Fred playing the mouth organ. After breakfast the 
following morning we walked back to Gembrook in time for Fred to start work at 
8 am and me to go to 
school. 

Beth says that Fred 
would agree with me 
that we can both put our 
longevity down to living 
an active life, and still 
doing plenty of walking. 
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In the 5th Edition, December 2001, Bill wrote about:
MR SPENCER AND DELIVERY OF GROCERIES TO BEENAK

Before I was born in 1914, George Smith had a shop on the corner of the Main 
Street and Launching Place Road next to St Silas’ Church. He was the first 

one to take groceries, in a horse and cart, out to the settlement of Beenak. 
When I was at state school, Spencers had a grocery shop where Charlotte's 

café now is. Merv Spencer, as a teenager, and another young employee of similar 
age, used to take the groceries out to Beenak in a light wagon drawn by two 
clean-legged medium draught horses. One was called Ginger Mick, and I think 
the other one was named Prince.  At this time Beenak was a thriving milling town-
ship, but lacked facilities in the way of shops.

With a full wagon load of groceries they would leave first thing in the morning, 
going on what was then called 'Beenak Road', past where Kurth Kiln now is. They 
would start delivering groceries to the few houses before the Beenak cemetery, 
and at the same time pick up the orders for the next week. The first mill they came 
to on their delivery round was on the McRae Creek just past the cemetery. They 
continued on to Basan's Corner where the mills were spread out in the area by 
the school and the main settlement on the opposite side of the road. 

It was a slow process delivering to all the houses and collecting the money 
and the orders for the following week. On the dirt roads, particularly in the winter, 
it would be often 10 pm before the got home. 

Sometimes it was more convenient for the Beenak residents to get their sup-
plies from Gilderoy, as the timber from Beenak went down to the Powelltown line 
at Gilderoy. The timber was ferried on a trolley line downhill, all the way by gravity, 
with one man operating the trolley brake. Horses were then used to pull the empty 
trolleys back up to Beenak. 

Mr. Spencer liked to go to the races at Pakenham and he would put Ginger 
Mick in the buggy to travel there and back. Ginger Mick was a high-spirited horse 
and seemed to enjoy the trip. 

Mr Crosswell Spencer, Merv's father, was an educated Englishman and was 
the Secretary of the Gembrook School Committee when the school was held in 
the old hall next to where the Nursery now is. 
He was keen for Gembrook to acquire their 
own school building. 

When Lorna and I were doing the research 
for my book "Forest to Farming' we used to 
go down to the State Archives at Laverton. 
Here we came across many of the well-written 
letters by Mr Spencer to the Education Depart-
ment. He was successful in finally getting the 
Gembrook school opened, as a one-roomed 
building on four and a half acres, in 1915. 

Bill shovelling gravel at Kurth Kiln
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FAREWELL TO DAVE DRANGSHOLT
The 5th Edition also had an article farewelling Ranger Dave Drangsholt 
who left Parks Victoria to take on a new position in New Zealand.  Here is 
an excerpt:

During morning tea Bill Parker made a speech in David Drangsholt’s honour. 
He praised Dave’s work and his attitude to the job, both as a ranger and as a 

friend to all of us. Bill presented David 
with a booklet put together by the 
Friends Group of some of the many 
interesting and enjoyable historic 
bus tours Dave had conducted in the 
Parks. 

On these bus tours Bill had nar-
rated the history of the area. With Bill’s 
gift to pass on his knowledge and 
experiences in an entertaining and 
interesting way we all enjoyed learning 
a great deal about our local area, of 
the people who used to live and work 
in the district and of its historic sites.    

Dave responded warmly to Bill’s 
speech with words of thanks and best wishes for the Group’s future and our 
success in looking after this special spot he is so fond of. Meinhard Holtz then 
presented Dave with a lovely bunch of flowers and a certificate of Honorary Life-
Membership in the Friends of Kurth Kiln Group. 

14 February 
2004

We are grate-
ful to both 
Lorna and Bill 
who contrib-
ute much to 
our aware-
ness of the 
culture we 
have inher-
ited.



                Page   35

In the June 2002 - 6th Edition of the Newsletter, Bill’s contribution to rain 
water gauge observing over 50 years was acknowledged. 

BILL’S LIFE-LONG PROJECT OF RAIN RECORDING 
 

Bill Parker, aged 87, author and historian, has told many interesting stories 
relating to the area at the Friends of Kurth Kiln BBQ lunches at the monthly 

working bees. Some of his narratives have been published in previous newslet-
ters. This time however, we take pleasure in writing about one of Bill’s many other 
achievements and congratulate him on 50 years of diligent rain gauge observing. 
He is the longest serving voluntary operator in the Melbourne Water data collect-
ing service. To put this into perspective, Upper Yarra Dam was not even been built 
when Bill started reporting his rain gauge readings. A farmer’s preoccupation with 
the vagaries of weather, the turning on and off of the cosmic tap that dictates the 
ups and downs of life on the land, set Bill on his rainfall odyssey.

Each morning at precisely 8am Bill measures how much water has pooled at 
the bottom of the gauge and carefully enters it on his chart on his kitchen wall. 
He is one of 400 volunteer rain gauge observers who provide figures that com-
plement data from Melbourne Water’s 116 automatic gauges. Melbourne Water 
uses the information to build up a comprehensive picture of rainfall throughout its 
operation, to help it manage urban drainage and flooding.

Bill, who still farms his 400 acres, has no intention of giving up his rain gauge 
work. “As long as I’m still on the property here, I’ll keep on going. I’ve always been 
a lover of nature”. When Bill started, rain was measured in points and inches. He 
now takes it in millimetres for Melbourne Water, but converts the end of year total 
back to inches to maintain the integrity of his records.

The year with the heaviest rainfall 
that he can recall is 1952 with 79 
inches or about 2000 millimetres. 
The driest year he remembers was 
during 1997, when there was only 
37 inches or about 940 millimetres 
of rain. During that time, he remem-
bers thinking several manna gums 
on his property had died. But they 
came back to life, sprouting leaves 
soon after the rains returned. We 
wish Bill and his wife Lorna many 
more happy years on their farm 
“Sambhur Park”, reading the rain 
gauge.
This article was based on items 
in Melbourne Water’s “The 

Source” and the “Pakenham  
Gazette”.

Bill Parker, Alfred Klink and Meinhard Holtz
finished installing a Kurth Kiln water tank
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The December 2002 NEWSLETTER contained the following story by Bill:

PETER LORENZ

Peter Lorenz and his wife were friends of my parents not long after I was born. 
They had the property at the back of Gilwell Park. (The B&B cottages of 

Andy Walker are now part of their 320-acre property.) My early memories of Peter 
Lorenz are of when he was the dray man for the Council. He had his own draught 
horse and dray and his job was maintaining the roads around the Gembrook area 
including about half way to Upper Pakenham and a similar distance to Nar Nar 
Goon North. At that time there were several little sand pits on the side of the road 
where he would fill up the dray to fill the pot-holes on the road. 

I am going back three quarters of a century so there was little traffic on the 
roads, and what traffic there was, was mostly horses and the various vehicles 
they would be pulling. As the roads were either sand or metal, the sand Peter 
Lorenz put in the potholes had a better chance of consolidating. The other job he 
had was keeping the gutters clean. 

During my school 
holidays from the 
Gembrook school, from 
about the age of eleven 
to thirteen, I would often 
go out with Mr Lorenz 
for the day, as I enjoyed 
riding on the dray. The 
tip-dray was delicately 
balanced on the axle 
and could carry half a 
ton of sand. Usually he 
just shovelled portions of 
sand into the pot holes, 
but if for some reason 
he needed to empty the 

full load, he would release the clamp that held the dray secure. He would then put 
his shoulder under the front of the dray and tip it. After the load had emptied, he 
would move the horse up a yard or two and the dray would regain its normal  
position, for the clamp to be put back. Apparently there was a little more weight in 
the front of the dray.

I remember one school holidays going with him toward Upper Pakenham and 
as he had two days work, we camped the night in an old hut at the spot where 
the PUF mill used to be. The letters PUF stood for Pakenham Upper Fruit grow-
ers. In the early days the soil round that area was suitable for apple growing and 
the farmers had hundreds of acres of orchards. It was cheaper for them to have a 
mill and cut their own cases. The cases were made from green timber, to hold 40 
pounds of apples. All the first class fruit was sent to England. 

After this mill had cut out all the suitable timber for case making, Bill (E A C)
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Russell, the biggest mill owner in the Gembrook area, put in a case mill on his 
160-acre block of land at the head of the Black Snake Creek. He supplied the 
orchards with cases until the 1926 bushfires when he lost his three saw mills. 

On the night Mr Lorenz and I spent in the old PUF hut, we were invaded all 
night by possums coming down the chimney. Fortunately we had our food se-
cured in a box. Whenever we made a movement the possums would quickly 
retreat up the chimney. Peter Lorenz used to make the best billy tea that I have 
ever tasted. It had plenty of sugar in it. 

Mr Lorenz left the Council after some time and became the first caretaker for 
Gilwell Park. That suited him much better as he did not have the travelling, as Gil-
well Park was directly below his property. Easter time was the big camp at Gilwell, 
and as many as 1000 scouts would come there for the holiday. They would mainly 
come up in furniture vans from the city, which could convey them right out to the 
camp with their gear. 

So Easter was a boom time for the shops in Gembrook as they used to supply 
the food requirements. At that time in Gembrook Mr Lloyd, the butcher, had his 
own farm, abattoir and shop. 

I still remember the big bonfire and concert the scouts would put on at those 
Easters. Mr Lorenz used to build the huge fire, and there was a plentiful supply of 
wood to keep throwing more on. 

Our own Gembrook Scout Troop was formed in 1923 and I joined in 1925 
when I was eleven. We would walk out from Gembrook to join in the merriment of 
these concerts then walk home again at about midnight. 

Mr Lorenz continued as caretaker at Gilwell until he retired. I remember going 
out to see him there for the last time when I was on army leave before sailing to 
the Middle East during the World War II. 
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In the June 2003  8th Edition Newsletter Bill wrote his reflections about Vic. 
Hillas.

THE STORY OF THE HILLASES

Vic Hillas became the Forests Commission Officer in charge of Gembrook 
about fifty years ago. His father was the butcher at MacArthur in the Western 

District and Vic had learnt the trade. 
At the age of eighteen Vic came up to Melbourne to enlist for World War II, his 

first visit to Melbourne. His father had said at the time, 
"When you come back you can take over the business". 

During service in the Middle East, Vic was taken prisoner of war when Greece 
fell to the Germans. He served nearly four years in Germany. During that period 
he volunteered to work in the forest. In Germany, the villagers would plant pine 
forests, apparently, with the view to earning money from the timber for improve-
ments to their towns. 

During the war, the government acquired the forests for war purposes and 
used the prisoners of war, under German guard, cutting the forests down. The re-
mainder of the timber, after the logs were cut out, was used for firewood. Nothing 
was wasted, but the only parts that the villagers got, were the small branches and 
pine needles. 

The women of the villages would come out to collect these, and seeing the 

Bill reading one of his stories with Kerri and Henk an appreciative audience
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poor condition of the prisoners, would give them little pieces of bread when the 
guards weren't looking. In return, the prisoners would hide bigger bits of branches 
under cover of the pine needles. Vic said they were so weak, it would often take 
three or four prisoners to lift the weight that could normally be lifted by one fit 
man. 

Vic was a bright chap and picked up enough of the language to converse with 
the Germans. After one of his several attempts to escape, Vic was given two 
weeks of solitary confinement on his re-capture. He said it was the worst experi-
ence he had ever had. 

Vic was so impressed with the life in the forest, that after his return to Australia 
after the war he studied Forestry under the Rehab scheme and became a forest 
officer. After a period in another area he was appointed to Gembrook. He and his 
wife started coming to St Silas’ Church in Gembrook which is where Lorn and 
I met them. As our two wives had been school teachers (they discovered they 
had been through Teachers' College together) the four of us became very good 
friends. 

I had been on the School Committee for three years when the Hillases came, 
and as their eldest boy was at school, I got Vic to come onto the committee. He 
became secretary for the next three years and I became president. We had a very 
good committee and decided to build a basketball court. 

The Forests Commission was a very active body at the time, especially with 
Vic in charge. And also there were nine mills in what is now the Bunyip State 
Park. So the Forests Commission was well equipped with bulldozer, grader and 
trucks, as they put in quite a few new roads. So when we decided to build the 
basketball court at the school, Vic got the grader to scrape up a heap of sand 
at the sand pit which is just down from The Triangle on the Tonimbuk Road, to 
surface the court. 

We decided to have a working bee one Saturday with the members of the 
School Committee. Vic made available the Forestry truck with the driver, and  
Russells, who had the hardware store in Gembrook, also lent us another truck for 
the day, the only expense being the wages of the driver. 

Equipped with shovels, a good crew of us loaded the sand on the trucks by 
hand and the two trucks were flat out carting the sand to the school. As they were 
tip trucks, they would dump the sand and we had two men there spreading it. 
We managed to get the whole surface done in a day. Vic was one of the hardest 
workers and he thought it was a great day.

Later on, with the aid of the Education Department, we had the bitumen sur-
face put on and we erected the two poles. As we had a carpenter on the commit-
tee, we put in other playground equipment also. I own the paddock next to the 
school, and when I see the children playing on the court, I think of the hundreds of 
children over the years who have got pleasure from it. 

Also when Vic was the Forestry Officer here, the fire tower on Windy Point, 
directly beyond our farm was manned by students from Melbourne University. 
They lived in a hut at the base of the tower. Twice a week, after tea at night, Vic 
would take supplies to them, and he and Kath would pick up Lorna and me to go 
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out with them. The young men used to look forward to our visits as we would stay 
for some time to talk to them. This tower was eventually demolished as the For-
ests Commission found they could cover the area from the Egg Rock Tower. 

At the time that Vic was at Gembrook, an area of about ten acres on the 
Beenak Road, just where the road branches off to go down to Powelltown, was 
roughly cleared. This land was under the control of the Forests Commission at 
Powelltown and they decided to have a field day to aerially top-dress the area 
with seed from mountain ash and shining gum. The shining gum is the next tallest 
tree to the mountain ash. As the shining gum is not native to the area, they had 
collected the seed from Britannia Creek over by Warburton where it grows. The 
seeds were put into pellets which contained a little fertilizer and moss so as to 
make a ball about the size of a big marble. This was quite a revolutionary way of 
sowing seeds at that time. 

There was quite a gathering of people on the field day, including the Heads of 
the Forests Commission and other interested observers including Vic, Kath, Lorna 
and me. At the given time a light plane flew over to sow the seed. The pilot had 
to be very skilled as there were several big dry mountain ash trees still stand-
ing in the area. All eyes 
were on the pilot as he 
dodged in among the 
trees, operating only 
about 100 feet from the 
ground. 

There was a very 
good germination of the 
seed, and when I was 
out there a few years 
later, the young trees 
were doing well. 

A little further along 
from the plantation, a 
young shining gum had 
come up in the gutter of 
the road, so to save it 
from an untimely death I 
dug it up and brought it 
home and planted it on 
top of the hill on my farm 
near the dam. It is now 
a beautiful tree close on 
fifty feet high, so it is a 
constant reminder of that 
field day. 
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In the Newsletter, December 2003 - 9th Edition, Bill wrote about a Sawmill  
on the south side of the William Wallace Creek.

GRUNDY’S MILL 

Sometime after 1911 Sutherland put in a sawmill on the south side of the Wil-
liam Wallace Creek, just a little north of where our farm boundary crosses the 

creek. As the rise from the mill to the top of the crest was steep, he put in a steam 
driven winch, which he called Jacob's Ladder, to pull the trucks laden with timber 
up on the wooden tramline. From there a team of six horses would pull the truck 
into the Puffing Billy railway station at Gembrook. 

In 1917, Sutherland sold the mill to Vallance Grundy, a timber merchant in 
Melbourne. The mill was on Forests Commission’s land, but a 120 acre private 
property came to about five chains from the mill, so Grundy bought the property 
because the wooden line came through it until it joined the East Beenak Road. 

On the property was a farm house in which Grundy's son Jack and his wife 
lived and they ran the property as a farm. Also on the farm were stables for two 
teams of six horses each. The horses were used to pull the logs into the mill as 
well as pulling the trucks of timber into Gembrook Railway Station. Beside the 
stables were three four- roomed wooden houses for the employees who worked 
on the mill. 

When the first mill site was cut out, the mill was shifted about half a mile up the 
William Wallace Creek to a new area of logs, but it still used Jacob's Ladder and 
the tramline. My brother Hengist, in 1917, at the age of 20, got a job on Grundy's 
mill as the 'breaker down', which was the second process on the cut logs, after 
they had been hauled into the yard by bullock or horse teams and cut into lengths 
by the cross cut saw. In 'breaking down', big twin saws, one above the other, cut 
the logs into 'flitches' as they were drawn backwards and forwards through the 
saws on a flat topped truck on a steel tramline. It was easier work for the' sawyer' 
to have the wood cut into flitches. Hen was paid 12 shillings a day for this danger-
ous work. After this experience he worked out in the bush felling the trees and 
cutting the logs out of them to be pulled into the mill. That was in the days of the 
axe and cross cut saw. 

In 1920 Grundy sold the mill to a group of people who went broke in 1921 
and the mill was closed. After the mill was closed the three worker's houses were 
put on skids and pulled, one at a time, by two six-horse teams - twelve powerful 
horses - into Gembrook along East Beenak Road. The houses were set up on 
quarter-acre blocks on the land between Russell Road and what was then called 
'The Deviation' (the extension of East Beenak Road to Gembrook's Main Street), 
between the present Parks' Victoria Office and the Telstra building. They were 
rented out for ten shillings a week. At that time they were the only buildings in that 
area of land, except for a little house on the far end by the building called 'Sunset'. 

As a small boy I remember walking along the road after they shifted the 
houses, and was amazed that the only thing they had to do, to make way for the 
houses to be pulled along the roads, was cut a few limbs off a blackwood tree that 
was leaning over the road. Grundy’s farm is now owned by Bordanaros. 
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Here is a story Bill has told us for June 2004 - our 10th edition - Newsletter

SYDNEY PANTHER

In 1917 Sydney Panther bought a mill that operated on the Shepherds Creek, to 
the north of Gembrook, and in 1919, after cutting out the timber on that site, he 

shifted the mill on to the south side of the William Wallace Creek on the property 
owned by Mr. Hilder.  The property is now owned by me.

Dave Ure, with his father’s bullock team, shifted the steam engine from the 
Shepherd’s Creek site out to the top of the hill at Hilder’s place and the next day, 
as it was very steep down to the site it was going to, his father brought the bullock 
team out, sparred the wheels and pulled it down to where the mill was put in.  The 
sawdust pit still remains as evidence of where the mill was, but no sawdust; the  
pit was so close to the creek that they tipped the sawdust straight in and the water 
disposed of it. 

Panther had bought a 100 acre bush block adjoining Hilder’s bush, and while 
he logged Hilder’s bush he also did his own land.  When the mill started to oper-
ate, Dave Ure would walk the bullocks out from their property on Ure Road about 
2 ½  miles out from Gembrook and then another 2 ½ miles out to Hilder’s. 

He would pull logs all day into the mill and then walk them back. Twice a week 
he did this. With bullock teams and horse teams you walked all the time. There 
is still evidence of the ‘snig’ track running parallel with the creek as the two bush 
blocks were along side it. 

When the timber was cut at the mill it was pulled up in a dray by 5 horses to 
the top of the hill where it would be loaded on to a wagon until it was full, and then 
it would be pulled by the 5 horses into the railway station at Gembrook. I often 
think now life was not easy for the horses and bullocks or their drivers. In those 
days with a 48 hour week, the mill whistle would go at 7:30am to start work; again 
at 12 o’clock for the dinner break, at 1:00pm to resume work again and then at 
5:00pm to knock off. Saturday was work from 7:30am to 1:00pm.

A colourful character by the name of Jimmy O’Reilly who worked on the mill 
would go into the pub when he knocked off Saturday and when he had consumed 
a goodly amount of grog he would start to sing. Mr. Pitt, the publican, would then 
say, “Righto, Jimmy O’Reilly, you have had your quota” and he would not serve 
him anymore at that point. 

In spite of the long hours and the hard work, and weather conditions –  no mat-
ter how heavy the rain, work continued –  some of the men lived to a good age. 
Dave Ure reached 95 years and his father 94, and many of them were well into 
their eighties as evidence down at Gembrook cemetery shows.

My wife Lorna now owns the 100 acres that was Panther’s. 
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On 14 August 2004 we heard the story on early logging featured in our 
December 2004, Issue 11

EARLY LOGGING OF THE FOREST

This article is a comparison of logging the forest in the early days when horses 
and bullocks were used to haul the logs into the sawmills, as against the 

present method today with the bulldozers. 

It was after the Puffing Billy Railway came to Gembrook in 1900 that logging 
started in a big way as the saw millers needed to have transport to Melbourne for 
their timber. As Gembrook was first selected in 1873 it was not long before the se-
lector had taken up the most fertile land. The procedure of selection followed the 
type of trees the land produced - mountain ash and manna gum on the best land 
which cost one pound per acre, followed by messmate at fifteen shillings per acre, 
then the marginal land which contained the silvertop and peppermint was sold at 
ten shillings per acre. 

As the sawmills started 
after the land had already been 
open for selection for a couple 
of decades or so, most of the 
virgin land available for the mills 
to operate in was of messmate, 
which is our most durable tim-
ber. 

There were also odd stands 
of silvertop and occasionally 
patches of mountain ash avail-
able on the slopes well out from 
Gembrook itself.

The mills were usually estab-
lished on a creek so that there 
would be a constant supply of 
water for the steam engine, and 
they would try to set up the mill 
in a central position in the area 
in which they wanted to harvest 
the logs. 

I have explained in detail in my book "Forest to Farming" how the mills were 
staffed for the various jobs. When the 'fallers' went into the bush to cut down the 

Picture from Bill Parker’s book “Forest to
Farming, Gembrook: an early history”
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trees for the logs for the mill, they would be followed by a man called a 'swampie' 
who would cut a track from the mill to the fallen logs through the scrub. This track 
would be made just wide enough for a tandem horse team to pull the logs along, 
or a little wider for a bullock team because these worked in pairs. In that way, in 
the early days, as little damage as possible would be done to the forest, apart 
from that done by the tree as it fell. And, of course, realistically, it does not take 
that many years for another tree to start growing tall in its place. 

The early millers were very selective in the trees that they cut – as they had 
much forest available for logging and could always shift the mill to a new spot 
when one area was cut out. Mr Maurice Dyer told me that they would not cut 
for timber a white gum unless it had a diameter of five or six feet. As Melbourne 
was developing fast at that time, large quantities of timber were being required to 
build the wooden houses. It was only natural that man would make use of these 
forests, particularly as they are renewable assets. 

One can't stand in the way of progress. The bulldozer, although of great  
assistance in the logging industry, can cause a lot of damage in the forest when 
bringing in the logs for the sawmills. Being so much wider and heavier than the 
horse, it can leave great gouges if the terrain is steep and can cause considerable 
erosion. This is of particular concern when an area is clear felled (which I detest 
as it should be left to nature to re-afforest an area - which occurs under sensible 
logging practices). Admittedly it is harder to log viably in a second cut forest, than 
it was for the early loggers. 

Australia owes a great 
debt to the eucalypt forests. 
Much of the timber is very 
durable and can last for long 
periods. To illustrate, when I 
was 21, Bill Russell cut me 
a number of strainer posts 
(7 feet long by 8 inches by 
8 inches) from messmate to 
fence “Belvedere” and three 
are still standing, through all 
weathers, sixty-nine years 
later. Such timber was used 
for the outside of the houses. 
On certain soils, less durable 
timber grows, but it can be 
used for flooring and other 
inside purposes when building houses. 

Note: one super foot is 100 foot length of timber, 12 inches by one inch. 

Bill and Alfred working on our Heritage Fence
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The December 2005 Newsletter Article, Issue 13 had this article by Bill:

THE HULLS AND THE NURSES

Madge Huttly, as far as I can ascertain, was the only female school teacher to 
have taught at the Beenak Primary School. Although born in the country, she 

had had to go to Melbourne for her secondary school education before going into 
teaching. She said that it was a shock for her to be appointed to Beenak, even 
though she had requested it. 

Beenak at that stage was just a crude saw milling area lacking the essential 
facilities one would expect to find. The only public building was the little school 
where she was to teach, with no recognized accommodation but the mill huts 
where the mill workers lived. She obtained board with a married couple. The hus-
band worked on one of the mills. Their hut consisted of three rooms - kitchen and 
lounge room combined, the couple's bedroom and a little room 'you could hardly 
swing a cat in' that Madge occupied. In fact, it was so small that when she had a 
bath in a tub of water on the floor next to her bed, she had to stand on the floor 
next to her bed to wash, then up on top of the bed to get dressed. Toilet facilities 
were a little wooden dunny in full view of all the people who lived in the surround-
ing huts. However, Madge was a resourceful person and managed to cope with 
the situation. 

When the bushfires of 1926 swept through Beenak, wiping out most of the 
mills and huts, Madge and the children and some others stayed in the school 
ground and saved the school, while the fire roared all around them. Seven men 
who tried to get from one mill to another were caught in the inferno and lost their 
lives. After the fires, Jack Hull who was working a mill in the Otways, was sent to 
Beenak by his boss to salvage a steam winch that was used by one of the mills to 
pull in the logs. As the mill had been burnt, the winch was no longer required. 

Jack Hull had come out from England at the age of sixteen and had worked on 
farms and on the mills, but had got into the wrong company and became a heavy 
drinker and ne'er do well though he had obtained his ticket for a boiler maker. Still 
a young man, he got to know Madge when he was dismantling the mill and used 
to seek her company. Madge was a very religious person and Jack tried to ridicule 
her beliefs but Madge stuck to what she believed and gradually persuaded Jack 
to give up his drinking habits. He started to study theology. They eventually  
married and Madge kept teaching to support him while he completed his  
studies and finished up with a master's degree from Melbourne University. He had 
become a Methodist minister for the Cockatoo area when Lorn and I got to know 
them. 

Another interesting couple who retired locally to Emerald, were Frank and 
Edna Nurse. Edna had been a lecturer in Economics at Melbourne University, but 
in earlier days had been a teacher at Melbourne High School when Lorn was a 
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student there. She had also done her teacher training with Lorn's sister Hilda. This 
couple became good friends with the Hulls, and through membership of various 
committees, Lorn and I got to know them all well. 

They started a discussion evening, and invited Lorn and me to be part of it, 
with Bill Mann and his wife Barbara from Upper Pakenham as well. We would 
meet at Nurse's home in Emerald for tea then afterwards have a discussion on 
various topics. 

Later, when I had the big six seater Nissan sedan, I would take the six of us 
out to Beenak and Madge and Jack (particularly Madge) would reminisce about 
life at Beenak. As all of us were country bred we greatly enjoyed these excursions 
to the bush. 

When the Bush Nursing Centre Committee was formed in Cockatoo in 1959, 
and I joined the committee a little later, our job was to raise a certain amount of 
money before the Government would build the Centre. The Centre was finally 
opened in 1964 by the then Governor, Sir Rohan Delacombe. The first president 
of the committee was Mrs Mabel Quick who was a nurse and had served with the 
United Nations in Europe after World War II. 

After a few years, I became president, a position I held for three of the 12 
years I was on the committee. I had three good secretaries to serve me. The first 
was Mrs O'Leary, a retired school teacher, the second was Frank Nurse, a retired 
accountant, and the third, Jack Hull. At one stage we had four councillors on the 
Committee - three from the Shire of Berwick and one from the Shire of Fern Tree 
Gully. It was a great experience for learning about good committees and how suc-
cessful organisations are run. 
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In the June 2006 Issue 14 of our Newsletter we acknowledged Bill’s OAM

GENSERIC (BILL) PARKER ACCOLADES: AOM

Bill Parker, local farmer, historian and Friend of Kurth Kiln has just received 
another award, recognising his long list of achievements in service to the 
community. The Friends of Kurth Kiln were delighted that their nomination 
for Bill to receive the Order of Australia Medal was successful.
On Queens Birthday, 12 June this year, his name was on the Honours List:

For service to the community of Gembrook through recording local
history and through a range of civic, sporting, heritage and health groups

Together with Beth 
Parker, Bill and Lorna’s 
eldest daughter, the 
Friends of Kurth Kiln 
had nominated Bill for 
the Order of Australia 
Medal, listing his many 
community activities over 
the years. To our great 
delight the application 
was successful and on 
12 June his name was 
on the Queens Birthday 
Honours List. 

 
The Parkers accepted 

the medal at a reception 
at Government House on 
5 October 2006. 
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The Friends of Kurth Kiln 
celebrated the achieve-
ment with a special morn-
ing tea at our meeting in 
July with congratulations, 
coffee and cake and a 
bouquet of flowers for 
Lorna

. 
Kerri Bonica wrote this 

special poem for the  
occasion.

 See also a special 
section of this momentous 
event on page 106.
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A TRIBUTE TO MEINHARD HOLTZ
The following is another extract from our June 2006 Newsletter

Meinhard Holtz, President of the Friends of Kurth Kiln Group since its 
inauguration on 8th June 1999, passed away on Friday 31 March 2006 after 

a brave battle with cancer. 
Meinhard had been an untiring worker 

during those years on numerous projects. 
He tackled the environmental aspect around 
the Kiln site with vigour. Under his guidance 
tree planting sessions were carried out by 
both the Gembrook State School and the 
Hoddles Creek State School.

His creation of the memorial Thornton 
Walking Track and its long footbridge over 
the Tomahawk Creek bear witness to his 
commitments.
Here he is as we will remember him:  
passionate about the environment and for-
ever doing something. And also with Tammy 
Lobato MP, Member for Gembrook, at a 
re-vegetation day near the Thornton Walk-
ing Track
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Top Picture 
daughter Erika address-
ing the crowd.

Centre 
Hilda Holtz at the memo-
rial table.

Bottom
Bill Parker OAM, speak-
ing at the Memorial Serv-
ice for Meinhard Holtz in 
Gembrook Park for the 
Friends of Kurth Kiln. 
Behind Bill is Meinhard’s 
daughter Ursula, and in 
the background Merle 
Mathisen. 

On Sunday 9th April the 
Holtz family invited the 
Friends of Kurth Kiln, along 
with other Friends Groups 
Meinhard had been involved 
in, to a “Celebration of Life 
Ceremony” and sausage 
sizzle in the Gembrook Park. 
More than 100 people at-
tended. 

Hearing the numerous 
eulogies one became aware 
again of Meinhard’s extraor-
dinary energy and drive in so 
many environmental issues.

In line with Meinhard’s last 
wishes his ashes were scat-
tered in Gembrook Park, a 
place dear to his heart.

Three new native trees were 
planted in his honour by fam-
ily and friends in the park.
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In the December 2006 newsletter Issue 15  Bill told us about:
THE FIRST PHASE OF SCOUTING IN GEMBROOK

In 1911, John Dyer was born in a little wooden house where the chapel at Gilwell 
Park now stands. Mrs Farrington, who was the local mid-wife, delivered him. 

John was in the initial intake when the first scout troop was formed in Gem-
brook in 1923. When I reached the age of 11 years in 1925, I too, joined. John 
and I remained good friends until he died only three years ago, in 2001 at the age 
of 90 years. 

The first scout master was Mr McConchie, followed by Mr Whiting, who took 
over two years later at the time I joined. He was the local builder. He also had a 
good singing voice and his wife was a talented pianist and organist, and as they 
had no children of their own they were both very keen on the Scouts. 

We first held our meetings in a little hut in Innes Road, and after the subdivi-
sion of the land along Station Street and bordering the four and a half acre block 
of the sportsground next to the school (which is now part of the school land), we 
bought a quarter acre block facing the sports ground for 27 pounds. 

To raise the money for the block and the future building we used to put on 
concerts in the local hall and charge 1/- for adults and 6d for children. The local 
community responded well. 

There was quite an assortment of talent for the concerts, as by this time, as 
well as the scouts we had cubs and rover scouts (the ones over 17 years), plus a 
cub master, rover scout leader and an assistant scout leader. Also to raise money 
we used to go down Bessie Creek Road to where there were large stands of 
hazel scrub, out of which we would cut thumb sticks. These were a type of walk-
ing stick with a 'v' on the top to put your thumb in (hence the name). We would 
send these sticks down on the train to the Scout Headquarters in Melbourne and 
were paid 6 pence for each of them. 

After we had cleared the scout block of land by hand, we decided to build our 
scout hall which, if I remember rightly, was 20 feet by 30 feet with an iron roof. As 
the work of building the hall took place in the time of the 48 hour week, with most 
people working on Saturday mornings, we would have our working bees on the 
Saturday afternoons when our carpenter, Mr Whiting, was available. Those of us 
who could get there would be his labourers. Thanks to some of the mill owners, 
timber was donated, and we eventually finished the building with a brick chimney. 

Our scout organization continued to run until the world's worst Depression in 
the thirties started to have its effect on the working people. Some people then 
started to go away to find jobs. Building came to a halt locally so Mr Whiting 
responded to an ad in the paper to build one-roomed schools in remote places in 
the State. Most of these were in the Mallee, where carpenters were reluctant to 
go. However, Mr Whiting had had experience camping out on weekends with the 
scouts, so he did not mind living in a tent and cooking his meals with his assist-
ant builder while they were building a school. With so many people departing, and 
times so hard, it meant the close of the scout troop when I was about nineteen 
years old. 



 Page  52   

SCOUTING IN GEMBROOK: PHASE II

Gilwell Park in Gembrook was founded in 1925, the year that I became a 
scout. Tom Russell was the founder after his family gave the first eleven 

acres of land to the park. The first buildings were four huts built by Tom and his 
brother Jack. 

Lake Lochan, meaning' little lake', was completed in 1927, and, as the lake 
filled, the scrub and debris were still in the area being covered by the water. The 
lake itself is fifteen feet deep at the wall. It is a very cold pool of water being not 
far from the start of the Clarke Creek, so does not get much benefit from the sun 
to warm it up. 

A project for the Gembrook Scouts in my time was to clear an area upstream 
of the lake, where the water was not so deep, to make it safe for people learning 
to swim. We would walk out on a Saturday afternoon, taking our food and sleep-
ing gear and camp in one of the huts. We would do a little clearing work on arrival, 
and then on the Sunday until mid-afternoon before walking home. The project 
took several weekends until we had the area safe for swimming. 

After the scout troop disbanded in 1933, it did not start again until 1966. Mr 
Strahan, the Head Teacher at the Gembrook school at the time, became the first 
leader. Peter Ure was in the first intake. John Munday took over the leadership for 
a while, followed by Mr McKenna who was in charge of Gilwell at the time. My son 
John took over from him until 1974, when it went into recess again. 

During the 1980's, when the scout troop was operating again quite well, and 
Mrs Ann Actlam was a spokeswoman for them, she used to invite me to attend 
their Annual General Meetings. 

At one of these meetings it was mentioned that an offer of $12,000 had been 
made for the block of land we had originally bought for 27 pounds. By this time 
the original building had been partly burned and the remainder shifted out to Gil-
well. I was amazed that such a low offer had been made, and said the land was 
worth considerably more. So shortly after that, happily they put it up for auction, 
and it brought $30,000! 

When I was present at a later meeting, the committee was thinking of buying 
a new block of land and a building for the troop. I suggested that they should ap-
proach the warden of Gilwell Park and take advantage of the facilities out there. 
This came about eventually, and with a lot of working bees by energetic commit-
tee meetings to keep costs down, they erected a fine building. 

On May 4th 1991, when the building was completed, they asked me to open 
the new scout hall, which I willingly did at an occasion with many appropriate dig-
nitaries. My name and the date appear on the plaque outside the building. 

From information which I can currently gather, scouting is very active in Gem-
brook, now, with four groups - Joeys, Cubs, Scouts and Adventurers - led by very 
interested people, so the hall is well used. 

(It took a lot of phone calls to get some of the later information, so I hope it is 
close to the facts). 
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In Newsletter Issue 16, June 2007, Bill told us about:

MY YEARS AT GEMBROOK STATE SCHOOL 1920 - 1927 

My brother Hengist bought the property below the school in May 1920, so 
we shifted in there to live at that time. When I reached six years of age, on 

27/7/1920, I was allowed to start school. 
The school was built in 1915 and only had one building. Its attendance relied 

on the number of families with school age children, the parents in turn relying 
largely on work at the sawmills, which were the biggest employers of labour. 
Families came and went. If I remember correctly, in my time at school 70 was the 

greatest number of students we had. There were eight grades, so the one teach-
er, the headmaster, was very busy. 

In my early years at school, a sewing mistress was employed for three days a 
week. She also helped with teaching the first and second grades. And it was she 
who held my hand with the slate pencil to teach me to write on the slate. The sew-
ing mistress in my time was Dorothy Smith (the best friend of my sister Hilda) who 
later became Dorothy Huxtable and the mother of Joyce Begg. 

Mr Bayne, my first teacher, was quite stern. We used to say: 

"Mr Bayne is a very strong man, He goes to church on Sunday, 
To pray to God to give him strength, To belt the kids on Monday" 
... which he did! 

While they were building the second room onto the original school building in 
1922 we had school in the hall, which was on the opposite side of the road about 
100 metres down the hill. 

My next teacher was G I Russell who lived in the school house below the 
school and had four boys at the school. He taught me until the end of my school 
days in 1927. 

Once a year, on Gould Day, we would go down to the Gembrook Park and 
study and record the birds we saw. Mr Russell was a lover of nature and knew his 
birds. I remember, on one occasion Frank Harvey and I caught a ring tail possum 
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and kept it hidden until we got back to school. We then let it loose in the class-
room, much to the delight of the children. 

In those days boys sat next to boys and girls sat next to girls. One day a new 
girl started at the school, and after giving her particulars to Mr Russell, he said, 
"Go and find a seat'. She came and sat next to me! Imagine my embarrassment, 
at that tender age, having a girl sitting in the desk next to me! 

After the second school room was built, the school numbers increased, so 17 
year-old Jack Mitchell was appointed as the first junior teacher to the school. He 
was a very popular teacher and became our football coach. 

On a Friday afternoon G I Russell would walk with us down to play football 
against Cockatoo in a paddock below where their Community Centre is. If the 
ball went into the creek it was ruled 'out of bounds'. There were no facilities there, 
of course, and I remember, if it was raining, G I Russell would get us to put our 
clothes, when we changed, into a hollow log to keep them dry. After the match 
we would walk back to Gembrook. Similarly when they came up to play us, they 
would walk home after the match.

In my school days there were only two lots of holidays, a week or a fortnight (I 
can't quite remember which) at Easter, and six weeks at Christmas. On break-up 
day before the Christmas holidays, Harry Knight who owned the store and was 
secretary of the school committee for many years would give us a special treat. 

On a grassy spot at the front of the school he would throw the contents of a 
tin of boiled lollies and all we pupils would pounce on them like a lot of hungry 
chooks. 

In those days, the school leaving age was 14 but also, once you got your 
Merit Certificate, you could leave. I got my Merit at 13 years and 4 months, then 
stopped at school for another month or so till the end of the year so I had the hon-
our of being dux of the school. 

As I had always wanted to be a farmer I started work on farms by the age of 
13 and a half and became my own boss at 21. So, by the beginning of this year, I 
had been working for 82 years. 

I remained good friends with Mr Russell, after I left school. When I told him I 
had joined up in the army for World War Two training, he said: "You make sure 
you go into intelligence." I was not quite sure whether he really had faith in me, or 
he was barracking for the enemy! 
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Bill’s story in Newsletter issue 17, December 2007 was about his wife:

LORNA PARKER: COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT HIGHLIGHTS 

Born in Gisborne, Lorna was dux of the Primary School at Box Hill and won a 
prized scholarship to MacRobertson Girls' High School - a selective second-

ary school in Melbourne. At Teachers' College she won the Gladman Prize for 
the top student. Her sister Hilda, the mother of Professor Geoffrey Blainey, had 
also won that prize. Their father, Henry Maynard Lanyon, who was a teacher, said 
proudly that he was probably the only father in Victoria who had two daughters 
win the prize. 

Lorna came to teach at Gembrook State School in 1938 and I first met her in 
1939 and we became friends. My family's house was next to the school. At that 
time, my brother-in-law to-be, Vic Sale, and I were growing potatoes together, 
and if we happened to be home earlier, I would go up to see if Lorna was work-
ing back at the school still. While teaching there, Lorna started the Mothers' Club, 
which was new for Gembrook. 

In 1940, after Vic and I had dug our crop of potatoes, our final one after five 
years, we both enlisted in the Army. Soon after, when I was up in the Army camp 
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at Puckapunyal, Lorn came up to see me one Sunday. I had asked for a leave 
pass to go to meet her, but had not been given one. That did not deter me! I got 
ready and went out the main gate and hailed the first car. It happened to be the 
Brigadier of the camp! He got his chauffeur to stop and as we drove along, asked 
where I wanted to go. I replied "The railway station" so he told the chauffeur to 
drive me there. When I got out, I stood to attention and saluted him and thanked 
him. 

I took Lorna to the hotel to have dinner and sitting next to us at a table were 
three officers and their women. Lorna in those days was such a fine upstanding 
girl that they could not keep their eyes off her, and their partners were very sec-
ond class in comparison! 

I was able to get out of the Army in 1944 as I was in a reserved occupation so 
Lorna and I were married. Right from the start, we both intended to be involved in 
community work. So when we started having children, Lorna was the instigator of 
setting up the Gembrook Infant Welfare Centre. She was the first secretary. After 
that success, she instigated the first Kindergarten and again she was the first 
secretary. 

Mrs George Russell had started a Sunday School out of St Silas’ Church, and 
when she retired, Lorn took over, and with several teachers, was superintendent 
for 16 years. She wrote and put on wonderful Sunday School  
anniversaries every year. Lorna played the church organ for a good 20 years. 
With a few others, she also set up the Carols by Candlelight, and was the pianist. 

Her other involvements in the community were being on the committee of the 
Cockatoo Bush Nursing Centre, as I was, for 12 years, and she was secretary of 
the Op shop committee at the time it was rebuilt after the bush-fires. She retired 
from the Op shop only in 2003. Like me, she is now involved with Kurth Kiln. 

Whenever I write 
an article, I always 
get Lorna to check it. 
Even though she may 
have lost her immedi-
ate memory, she has a 
great command of the 
English language. She 
can even still translate 
the French, German 
and Latin quotations 
when I come across 
them in the books I am 
reading! 
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In Issue 18, June 2008, Bill told this story about fertilizers:  

INTRODUCING FERTILIZERS TO GEMBROOK

During the Depression in the early 30's the government subsidised the price of 
fertilizer so that farmers could afford to top dress their paddocks. Prior to this 

the grass paddocks had not known what Superphosphate was. Phosphate is the 
only additive our basalt soil needs to make it a complete soil.

There are odd parts of Australia that are complete soils such as the Darling 
Downs in Queensland and small areas in New South Wales and Victoria.

When I was a boy, what was referred to as poor land and not worth clearing is 
now quite productive land since the use of trace elements and a regular supply of 
superphosphate has been researched. The price of superphosphate was £3.10 a 
ton, and what was called 6 + 1 (6 parts of superphosphate and one of ammonia) 
for growing vegetables and potatoes, was £6 per ton.

When my brother-in-law and I started growing potatoes in 1935 for 5 years 
(before selling out and enlisting in the army for WWII) we used to put a third of a 
ton of fertiliser to the acre for potatoes. In the early 50's when farmers started irri-
gating potatoes they used to put a ton to the acre but by that time the government 
no longer subsidised the price and it had gone up. During the war the government 
took over the sale of potatoes and paid the growers 12 pound 10 shillings a ton. 
All potatoes went to the government store and they would pay you on delivery.  

When I came back from the war and started growing potatoes again I was 
under this system but after a few years it went back to supply and demand. Quite 
a few years ago when I was buying a lot of fertilizer through Pivot they asked 
the customers to buy shares in the company - 165 at £3 each, so I bought them. 
Since then they joined with Incitec so now it is Incitec-Pivot and the shares are 
now $190 each. You can understand that fertilizer is now $1,000.00 a ton.

Confucius said: the master’s footsteps fertilise the farm. In other words, the 
best fertilizer for the farm is the farmer keeping a careful eye on things.  
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In the December 2008 Newsletter, Issue 19, Bill wrote:

MR. NEVILLE AND THE TREES IN THE MAIN STREET OF GEMBROOK. 

The bad bush-fires of 1926 burnt through the Tomahawk Valley. The Dyer broth-
ers had had a sawmill there by the creek where the houses are now and  

E A C (Bill) Russell had a mill higher up the creek which was burnt, but Dyers was 
saved.

When the rains came, a lot of little blackwood trees came up so when they 
were big enough to transplant the Council got Mr Neville, who had been a farm la-
bourer in England and who was working on Dyers mill, to get a sufficient number 
of them to transplant along the main street in Gembrook with a certain amount of 
oak trees which would have come from Nobelius Nursery in Emerald. My father 
used to buy trees from them to plant on “Belvedere” which my brother bought in 
1920. Quite a lot of these trees are still there on the two blocks which the Council 
acquired from the developer for a park on the estate made from “Belvedere” in 
2007. 

Harry Knight, who had the general store opposite where the station is now, 
told me he watered the oak just by the station through the first summer and this is 
partly why it is such a nice looking tree now. 

Recently I had a visit from Mr Neville’s granddaughter and when I mentioned 
about her grandfather planting the trees she remembered her grandmother telling 
her about it. 

When Mr Neville retired he often used to come shooting rabbits with his twelve 
gauge shot gun on the farm I was working on when I was 14. Mr Neville’s gun 
was the same as mine. When he would go on Puffing Billy down to Melbourne to 
see the doctor about his heart condition he would buy the cartridges for his gun. I 
would give him four shillings and three pence which was the price for a box of 25 
cartridges, to buy a box for me.

Mr Neville, when he was young, was a big powerful man who was quite fond 
of his grog and if a fight developed in the pub he would wrap his arms around the 
culprit’s chest and give him a good hug until the culprit took no further interest in 
the fight. 

Mr. Neville lived to a good age until one day when he was carrying wood in for 
the fire he dropped dead with a heart attack. 
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In Newsletter Issue 20, June 2009, Bill mentioned the Tonimbuk Steel Kiln:

LOCAL JOBS DONE DURING THE DEPRESSION OF THE 1930'S 

The Depression that started in 1929 and continued till the middle of 1930 was 
the worst Depression that Australia had ever known and at one stage there 

were up to 25% of the workers out of work. They were given what was called 'The 
sustenance', of 6 shillings a day, but they had to work for it. (The same should 
apply to workers on the dole today. If they had to do some work for it, they might 
then look for work.) 

At the peak of the Depression the Government decided to send about 30 
unemployed men to camp down the Tonimbuk Road, by the Forestry Land, which 
is now the Bunyip State Park. The idea was for them to cut firewood, which was 
to be brought in to Gembrook to be loaded on Puffing Billy and sent to Melbourne 
and distributed to needy families. 

E A C Russell, (commonly called Bill), the biggest mill owner in Gembrook, 
whose mill was closed as there were no orders for timber, along with Tom Wil-
liams (the father of the Williams boys who eventually became mill owners) were in 
charge of about 15 of these men each. Their job was to supervise the men cutting 
the firewood. 

In addition these unemployed men were required to clear the 'chain' road be-
tween the private land and the forest land, for a distance of about two miles from 
where it started at Tonimbuk Road to where it finished in the forest. The line of the 
road had been surveyed, and steel pegs driven in the ground for guidance. The 
work of clearing the line was completely done with just axe and crosscut saw. 

Just imagine these men from the city, doing this job. Probably only a few had 
ever used an axe before, let alone a cross cut saw! 

I remember Bill Russell telling me once how their hands really suffered with 
blisters during this hard manual work. And it was just as well they had two com-
petent bosses to instruct them in how to fell trees as it was no easy task to clear 
virgin Gembrook bush, a chain in width for two miles. 

The photo I was recently shown of a bit of an old tin shed was where these 
men camped. I believe the same tin shed was used during the charcoal produc-
tion during the war a decade or so later. 

When I took over my present farm after I came back from the war, two North-
ern Italians were producing charcoal on the adjoining land. They would cut and 
stack the silver wattle in a pyramid style heap, then cover the outside with sods 
of earth. After the heap was burnt, they would bag the charcoal as a product to 
be sold. These two men, who were potters in Melbourne, at the outbreak of the 
war were sent to the country to work. They lived in "Old Mac's' in Gembrook and 
brought a truck out to work on the silver wattle. 

I was let out of the army early as the Government was calling for those in 
essential services to return to work and re-start the economy. Meeting both the 
requirements of having spent over three years in the army, and serving overseas, 
I returned to the farm and in my first year planted forty acres of spuds by hand.  
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I dug 800 bags myself, but also needed to employ men to dig for me. 
Good workers were hard to come by and I went through 11 before these North-

ern Italians agreed to work for me. And what good workers they were! Remaining 
in Gembrook until 8 am, when the baker's was open, to get their fresh bread to 
eat with uncooked bacon for lunch, they would walk to “Sambhur Park” (their truck 
was broken down at the time) then dig 20 bags each. They earned 3 shillings per 
bag. 

Potato production, at that stage, and for the next couple of years, was control-
led by the Government. I was paid 12 pound 10/- per 15-bag ton. 

As the Puffing Billy line was unserviceable to Gembrook at that time, Bill 
Russell would take my crop (90 bags at a time on his 6-ton truck and Op Jarred 
took 60 bags on Bill's 3-ton truck) to the weigh station at Puffing Billy station at 
Cockatoo. That year I earned 500 pounds, but when we found we were slugged 
145 pounds in tax, I decided to put more of my energy into clearing the land (I 
only had 50 acres cleared at the time) and investing in livestock. 

The Tonimbuk Steel Kiln before and after Restoration, funded by Parks Victoria 
and carried out by three Friends Groups. Work was completed on 17 July 2009
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100 YEARS OF PARKERS AT ST SILAS’ CHURCH
On the occasion of this celebration service on November 8, 2009, a com-
memorative banner was unveiled and blessed. It was designed by Emma 
Savage, the granddaughter of Bill and Lorna Parker. Below is her story:

emma at the BLeSSing of the St SiLaS Banner

I remember coming to this church as a child with Mum and Aunty Hilda to ‘help’ 
them clean and do the flowers, although I’m sure my sister Amelia and I were 

more of a hindrance than a help!
I would look at all the different brass plaques recording who had donated what 

to the church over the years, and was sometimes allowed to polish them with a 
bit of brasso and a cloth. Occasionally I would come to church on Sundays with 
Mum.  Members of the congregation would make a fuss over me, and Amelia if 
she came too, as many of them remembered our mother Wendy coming to church 
as a girl.

Years later when the church came up for sale and Judy Parker bought it I was 
extraordinarily pleased that a piece of Gembrook’s history wasn’t to disappear or 
be dispersed.  It seemed as though it would be wrong for the various pieces do-
nated by members of this church congregation to be distributed to other churches 
where they would sit out of context and unknown.  I’m glad my aunt, Judy, was 
able to prevent this from happening.
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In 2002 Simon and I went to the UK.  As most tourists do, we visited a number 
of churches and I was struck by some of the beautiful needlework that decorated 
the altars, walls and pews.  It was here that I started to have the idea of making a 
needlework piece for Judy’s church.

After our return home I started to research St Silas.  I found the website of 
Saint Silas the Martyr in Kentish Town, London.  It had everything I needed to 
know and the gentleman who maintained the web-page, John Salmon, was very 
helpful in answering my many questions.  He in turn was delighted to find an-
other St Silas church that he did not already know of and asked for information to 
include on his web-site as he is collecting information on every St Silas church in 
the world.

One page of the web-site had pictures of Corpus Christi street processions in 
the 1930s through the local streets of Kentish Town.   Two beautiful St Silas ban-
ners were shown, both of which are now lost.   I then knew I wanted to make a St 
Silas banner.  Judy was very enthusiastic and offered to assist immediately.  

Coming up with the design was relatively easy, as it is largely based on one of 
the lost Kentish Town banners.

St Silas was one of the ‘four heralds of Christ’ along with St Paul , St Luke and 
St Timothy, and travelled to Antioch, Syria, Rome and many places in Macedo-
nia.  The fact that he was a travelling prophet is represented by the sailing ship, 
his bag and his sandals.  His cross on a long handle doubles as a walking staff to 
help him on his way.

In Macedonia Paul and Silas were imprisoned for ‘teaching customs unlawful 
for Romans to observe’.  During the night the other prisoners heard them pray-
ing and singing praises to God.  Suddenly there was an earthquake which shook 
the prison doors open and broke their chains, setting them free.  This miracle is 
represented by the loose chain hanging from St Silas’ hand.

After many years of 
travelling and preaching, 
St Silas was martyred by 
the Romans in Macedo-
nia, by being sent to the 
circus and gored to death 
by a bull, upon which he is 
depicted as standing.

I had a great many 
enjoyable hours working 
on this banner along with 
Judy, Tom, Beth, Mum 
and at the last minute 
Wendy who kindly sewed 
the buttons on last night 
so that we could hang the banner up today. I hope it is enjoyed by all those who 
come here to his church.

For more on the Parker connection with St Silas’ Church, see page 102 
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[3] 
F i r e s i d e   S t o r i e s  

With  the  Parkers

[3]	Fireside	Stories	with	the	Parkers
In	1999,	when	the	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	Group	started	in	mid-winter	with	virtu-

ally	nothing,	it	was	customary	on	cold,	frosty	mornings	to	light	a	log-fire	and	warm	
ourselves	during	our	regular	meetings	and	over	working-bee	lunchtimes.		

In	time	Henk	Bouck	improved	the	fire	facilities	by	constructing	a	furnace	from	a	
cut-off	44	gallon	drum	complete	with	fire-door,	air	vents	and	a	steel	grill.		
Splitting	logs	for	the	fire	became	a	popular	and	entertaining	pastime,	until	tech-
nology	caught	up	with	us	in	the	form	of	a	gas-fired	Patio	Heater,	funded	under	a	
Commonwealth	Government	Grant.	(Save	the	trees!)				

The	friendly	atmosphere	of	sitting	around	the	heater	though,	continued,	with	
Bill	and	Lorna	Parker	entertaining	us	with	stories	of	local	history	and	of	the	people	
that	made	it.	A	number	of	the	stories	have	been	reproduced	in	our	biannual	news-
letter	“The	Kiln”	and	are	shared	with	you	in	that	chapter,	others	fell	in	between	
publishing	dates	and	are	now	collected	here	for	you	to	enjoy,	also.
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HISTORY OF THE GEMBROOK POST OFFICE, TOLD BY BILL 

A	post	office	called	'Gembrook'	first	opened	on	the	5th	of	October	1877	with	David	Crichton	as	its	postmaster.	David	Crichton	apparently	had	the	post	of-
fice	as	part	of	a	general	store	on	his	property	at	Brookfield	at	what	is	now	Gem-
brook	North.	David	Glenn	took	over	as	postmaster	from	him	from	1886	to	1887.	
He	was	followed	by	James	Henry	Watson	from	1887	to	1889,	William	Frederick	
Crichton	from	1889	to	1890,	then	Athelstane	Chase	Burchill	from	1890	to	1891.	

At	this	point,	on	the	1st	of	April	1891,	the	Gembrook	Post	Office	moved	to	a	
new	location	with	Francis	McIntyre	as	Postmaster	from	1891	to	1894	then	John	F	
Bell	from	1894	to	1900.	In	1900	Alfred	Ernest	Walker,	of	Walker's	General	Store	in	
the	main	street	of	Gembrook,	took	over	the	post	office.	

Meanwhile,	the	Gembrook	North	Post	Office	opened	on	19th		August	1891,	
only	shortly	after	the	Gembrook	Post	Office	had	moved	to	its	new	location.	The	
Gembrook	North	Post	Office	was	established	on	John	Ure's	property	at	Silver	
Wells.	Here	it	was	located	with	a	general	store	and	butcher's	shop	which	are	still	
standing.	In	1907,	John	Dyer	shifted	the	Gembrook	North	Post	Office	across	the	
Shepherds	Creek	to	his	property	until	1916.	It	was	later	shifted	back	to	Silver	
Wells.	

Gembrook	Post	Office:	
picture	taken	16th	May	

2004
Gembrook	Post	Office	in	2009
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The	final	postmasters	of	Gembrook	North	Post	Office,	until	it	closed,	were:	
●	 Mr	Williams	from	1916	to	1918,	
●	 Mr	Cunningham	from	1918	to	1920.	
●	 Mrs	Goldsack	from	1920	to	1926,	
●	 Mrs	Mills	from	1926	to	1928	
●	 and	Miss	Sloan	from	1928	to	1930.	
●	 The	postal	facility	closed	on	6th	December	1930.	

During	the	period	in	which	Mr	Dyer	was	the	postmaster	of	the	Gembrook	North	
Post	Office,	from	1907	to	1916,	my	brother	Hengist,	who	was	sixteen	and	a	half	
years	older	than	me,	worked	for	Dyers	for	three	years.	Part	of	Hen's	job	was	to	
spend	two	hours	a	day	riding	a	horse	for	six	days	a	week	to	take	the	mail	from	
North	Gembrook	Post	Office	to	Gembrook	Post	Office	-	a	distance	of	about	three	
and	a	half	miles.	The	mail	contractors,	like	John	Dyer,	were	paid	32	pound	ten	
shillings	per	year	at	that	time.	

The	following	is	the	total	list	of	post	masters	and	post	mistresses	for	the	Gem-
brook	Post	Office	at	its	various	locations:	

List of Gembrook Post officers over the years

●	 1877	-	1886:	Mr	David	Crichton	
●	 1886	-	1887:	Mr	David	Glenn	
●	 1887	-	1889:	Mr	James	Henry	Watson	
●	 1889	-	1890:	Mr	David	Crichton	
●	 1890	-	1891:	Mr	Athelstane	Chase	Burchill	
●	 1891	-	1894:	Mr	Francis	McIntyre	
●	 1894	-	1900:	Mr	John	J	Bell	
●	 1900	-	1913:	Mr	Alfred	Ernest	Walker	
●	 1913	-	1951:	Mr	Harry	Knight	
●	 1951	-	1954:	Mrs	Annie	Knight	
●	 1954	-	1954:	Mr	Charles	Victor	Wilson	
●	 1954	-	1956:	Mr	Ramsay	Radcliffe	Crellin	
●	 1956	-	1958:	Mr	Charles	Victor	Wilson	
●	 1958	-	1959:	Mrs	Ilsa	Salecken	
●	 1959	-	1966:	Mr	Henry	Jackson	
●	 1966	-	1966:	Mrs	Daphne	May	Jackson	
●	 1966	-	1968:	Mr	Montague	Nicholas	Martin	
●	 1968	-	1981:	Mrs	Swagemaker	
●	 1981	-	1986:	Miss	Beer	
●	 1986	-	Mr	and	Mrs	Harry	(still	in	operation)	
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HISTORY OF THE GEMBROOK SOLDIER SETTLEMENT, TOLD BY BILL

When	I	was	in	my	teens	during	the	world’s	worst	Depression	in	the	1930's	Mr	
Payne	bought	Gembrook’s	biggest	property	of	730	acres	for	£17.10	an	acre.	

He	farmed	this	for	a	few	years	by	which	time	he	was	in	his	eighties.	After	World	
War	II	he	wanted	to	sell	the	land,	and	a	group	of	Italians	headed	by	Joe	Lamen-
dola	offered	him	£30.00	an	acre.

At	this	time	the	Gembrook	Progress	Association	had	a	good	attendance.	It	was	
chaired	by	E	A	C	Russell	(commonly	call	Bill).	Most	of	them	were	quite	indignant	
that	the	Italians	should	acquire	so	much	land,	so	they	decided	that	the	Govern-
ment	should	acquire	it	for	Soldier	Settlement.	I	was	the	only	one	against	it,	as	I	
had	read	that	a	lot	of	Soldier	Settlements	after	the	World	War	I	had	failed,	through	
in	some	cases	insufficient	land	and	also	men	not	suitable	for	farming.	However	
the	Government	acquired	the	land	and	paid	Mr	Payne	£26.00	an	acre.

It	was	sub-divided	into	seven	blocks	and	nominations	were	called	for	among	
the	soldiers	to	apply	for	the	blocks.	One	of	these	was	Bill	Worthington,	who	had	
been	in	the	Middle	East	with	me.		Although	his	father	had	a	farm	he	never	worked	
on	it	but	preferred	to	just	do	odd	jobs	and	wander	around.	The	other	six	were	
similar	thus	lacked	the	ability	to	be	successful	farmers.	

The	730	acres	was	divided	into	a	little	over	100	acres	for	each	farm.	After	
some	roads	had	been	put	in,	the	price	per	block	was	put	at	roughly	£5,000.00	
after	a	four	roomed	house	and	some	outbuildings	had	been	erected.	In	addition,	
they	were	given	£5.10	a	week	for	two	years	to	get	established.	Most	of	them	went	
out	to	work	as	they	could	not	make	enough	off	the	farms	to	keep	a	family,	by	just	
being	on	the	farm.	

The	whole	seven	showed	no	signs	of	being	successful	farmers	so	they	started	
looking	for	buyers	and	as	the	Italians	had	done	quite	well	growing	potatoes	they	
were	now	in	a	position	to	buy	the	farms	and	the	seven	are	now	all	owned	by	them	
but	only	after	paying	a	good	price.	
Bill	Worthington	got	£17,000	for	his	
farm,	which	he	said	was	as	good	
as	winning	Tatts	(which	at	the	time	
was	£12,000)	and	the	others	made	
similar	profits.	

Even	though	I	didn’t	agree	with	
the	Committee	to	have	Soldier	
settlers	I	was	correct	in	the	finish.	
These	seven	who	did	well	out	of	
the	war	were	lucky	(though	not	
good	farmers)	but	soldiers	like	me	
(who	stood	on	their	own	feet)	got	
nothing;	but	then	we	didn’t	expect	
hand	outs.			

Bill	painting	the	Kurth	Kiln	Fence
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FREEMAN’S MILL AND THE HISTORY OF THE BUNYIP WEIR, TOLD BY BILL

Freeman’s	mill	at	the	head-waters	of	the	Bunyip	River	worked	for	25	years	and	
left	a	sawdust	heap	covering	about	half	an	acre.	It	operated	for	longer	than	

any	other	mill	in	the	Beenak	and	Gembrook	area.
Following	the	practice	of	the	early	20th	century,	when	a	mill	started	in	the	pris-

tine	forest	the	paling	splitters,	having	the	pick	of	the	very	straight	grained	trees,	
could	split	the	6	ft	lengths	of	log	with	their	paling	splitting	knives.	At	that	time	there	
was	a	great	demand	for	palings	in	the	metropolitan	area	for	fences.

In	the	early	days	of	the	mill,	Jack	Ure	and	his	16	year	old	son,	Dave,	had	his	
bullock	team	up	there,	and	with	his	bullock	team	and	a	huge	sledge	would	follow	
up	the	paling	splitters.	He	carted	the	palings	into	the	mill	where	they	would	be	
loaded	on	the	trucks	that	were	built	on	bogey	wheels	so	they	could	run	on	the	
wooden	tram	lines	that	went	in	to	Longwarry.	Then	Mr.	Smith	from	Longwarry	and	
his	sixteen	year	old	son	also	called	Dave	would	cart	the	palings	and	the	timber	
with	their	teams	of	horses	along	the	many	miles	of	wooden	tramlines	into	the	
railway	at	Longwarry	whence	it	would	be	taken	down	to	Melbourne.

Many	years	later	when	I	became	interested	in	the	early	history	of	the	mills	I	be-
came	good	friends	of	the	two	Daves.	By	this	time	the	Smiths	had	two	shifted	over	
to	Nangana,	and	Smith	Road	that	runs	off	the	Cockatoo	to	Woori	Yallock	Road	
was	named	after	them.	So,	having	an	avid	listener,	they	were	only	too	pleased	to	
tell	their	stories	and	both	were	so	dependable.	In	the	bad	bush	fires	of	1926	the	
mill	and	most	of	the	wooden	tramlines	were	burnt	but	the	mill	had	nearly	finished	
cutting	the	timber	supply.

The	State	Rivers	and	Water	Commission,	as	it	was	then	known,	was	looking	
for	a	spot	to	put	in	a	weir	so	they	persuaded	Freeman	to	relinquish	the	area.	They	
built	what	was	called	the	Bunyip	Weir	and,	with	the	Tarrago	River	scheme,	it	sup-
plied	the	water	for	Dandenong	and	the	Mornington	Peninsula	and	also	Garfield	
and	Tynong.		

Bill	and	Ken	
Banks	laying	
the	founda-
tion	for	the	
Thornton	
Track	Foot-
Bridge	over	
the	Toma-
hawk	Creek
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AGE IS NO LIMIT
Bill Parker and his wife Lorna are active members of the Friends of Kurth 
Kiln. In January this year Bill and Lorna celebrated their 60th wedding an-
niversary and Lorna her 90th Birthday, in February. In July Bill turned 90 
and at the August working bee the Friends of Kurth Kiln celebrated Bill’s 
birthday with a Black Forest Cake and singing Happy Birthday. Bill, a well-
known local historian, writes for The Kiln newsletter, and at the working 
bees tells the members stories of the area’s history.  
The following article of his was reprinted in the Parks Victoria “Wagtails” 
2004 Spring edition under the above heading:

The	Friends	of		Kurth	Kiln	Group	is	open	to	anyone	who	is	interested	in	joining	
it,	and	at	present	the	Friends	Group	committee	has	on	it	people	from	five	dif-

ferent	nations.	What	a	great	thing	multiculturalism	has	been	for	Australia!	Every-
one	works	with	a	common	objective,	to	promote	greater	community	awareness	
of	the	history	and	heritage	that	is	Kurth	Kiln	and	to	improve	the	facilities	for	the	
visitors.	Kurth	Kiln,	besides	its	monumental	charcoal	kiln,	has	an	attractive	picnic	
ground	for	tourists,	with	a	good	sized	dam	on	the	Tomahawk	Creek	suitable	for	
swimming	in	hot	weather,	plus	at	least	four	acres	of	semi	cleared	land	for	camp-
ing.	It	is	a	very	attractive	spot	for	those	who	want	to	enjoy	the	outdoors	bush	walk-
ing	and	riding	in	the	picturesque	surroundings,	or	just	relax	for	the	day.

Although	many	in	the	Friends	Group	have	reached	retirement	age	and	there	is	
a		mixture	of	different	backgrounds,	I	have	never	had	the	experience	of	working	
with	such	an	easy	going,	creative	group,	even	though	in	my	time	I	have	been	on	
14	different	committees	in	the	communities	of	Gembrook,	Cockatoo,	Emerald	and	
Monbulk.	

Kurth	Kiln	is	about	7	km	north	of	Gembrook	at	the	corner	of	Beenak	Road	and	
Soldiers	Road.	The	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	meet	there	regularly	at	10am	on	the	
second	Saturday	in	each	month.		Morning	tea	is	served	soon	after	arrival	when	
ongoing	projects	are	discussed,	then	everyone	gets	involved	in	their	favourite	
pastime:	documenting	history,	cataloguing	heritage	items,	restoring	period	ma-
chinery,	working	on	walking	tracks,	re-vegetating	remnant	areas,	or	in	general	
maintenance.	We	all	meet	again	under	the	big	shed	roof	for	a	communal	bring-
your-own	food	barbeque	lunch.

A	big	factor	in	the	success	of	this	group	is	also	the	tangible	support	given	
by	Parks	Victoria	to	the	endeavours	of	the	Kurth	Kiln	Group.		Volunteers	are	no	
different	from	workers	in	any	industry:	they	all	give	their	best	in	an	appreciative	
environment.	The	Friends	of	Kurth	Kiln	are	delighted	to	have	been	given,	with	the	
latest	project	funding,	the	opportunity	to	continue	their	work	improving	the	Kurth	
Kiln	facilities.		
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JOHN DYER, TOLD BY BILL

In	1911,	John	Dyer	was	born	in	the	little	house	at	the	place	where	the	chapel	now	stands	in	what	has	become	Gilwell	Park.	His	father	was	the	son	(therefore	
he	was	the	grandson)	of	John	Dyer	who	selected	in	Gembrook	in	1878,	and	his	
mother	was	the	daughter	of	Mr	and	Mrs	Lennox,	who	in	the	early	part	of	last	cen-
tury	lived	on	land	which	is	now	also	in	Gilwell	Park.	Mr	Lennox	had	been	a	music	
teacher	with	the	Education	Department	and	would	have	been	Gembrook's	first	
amateur	photographer.	

The	local	midwife	was	Mrs	Farrington.	Her	
grandson,	Dave	Dyer,	told	me	that	towards	
evening,	on	that	day	in	1911,	his	uncle	came	
to	the	house	to	collect	Mrs	Farrington	to	take	
her	out	to	Dyer's	place	(in	the	now	Gilwell	
Park)	a	distance	of	about	seven	miles,	to	
deliver	John	Dyer.	

John	Dyer	was	one	of	the	first	intake	of	
scouts	when	the	troop	was	formed	at	the	
beginning	of	1923.	In	November	2001,	at	the	
time	of	writing,	he	is	still	alive	at	the	age	of	
90.	
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LES THOMAS, TOLD BY BILL

Les	Thomas	was	a	Tasmanian	and	worked	in	the	timber	industry.	He	was	also	
a	professional	wood-chopper	of	medium	height	but	powerfully	built.	He	had	

a	gold	medal	for	cutting	through	a	two	foot	diameter	block	and	this	record	was	
never	beaten.

He	came	across	to	Victoria	at	the	age	of	65	and	went	to	work	for	Maurice	Dyer	
at	his	mill	at	Tanjil	Bren	after	the	1939	bush	fires.	Mr	Dyer	told	me	he	was	the	best	
worker	he	ever	had,	and	he	had	employed	hundreds	of	men	during	his	long	life	as	
a	sawmiller.	

After	the	mill	cut	out	at	Tanjil	Bren,	Les	Thomas	came	to	live	in	a	hut	at	the	
Triangle	which	is	past	Mortimer	Park.	He	used	to	split	posts	in	the	forest	for	
fences	down	in	the	Koo-Wee-Rup	swamp.

At	the	age	of	80	he	cut	all	the	billable	logs	on	a	35	acre	bush	property	next	to	
the	forest.	After	completing	that	job	he	continued	cutting	posts	in	the	forest	till	he	
was	90.

When	Mr	Dyer	told	me	what	an	interesting	person	he	was,	I	used	to	visit	him	
to	get	his	story.	The	huts	in	those	days	were	just	a	wooden	frame	with	weather-
boards	walls	and	often	a	bark	roof.	The	fire-place	consisted	of	a	stone	foundation,	
sheets	of	iron	up	to	about	six	feet	and	then	timber	for	the	rest	of	the	chimney.	He	
told	me	the	possums	would	come	into	the	hut	and	pointing	to	a	hole	in	the	roof	he	
said	I	know	when	it	is	raining	because	the	water	comes	in!		

Our	new	6	
foot	Wa-
terwheel,	
complete	
with	brass	
bearings	
and	authen-
tic	wooden	
flume.

It	actually	
does	run,	if	
there	is	
enough	wa-
ter	from	the	
little	tributary	
stream	be-
hind	the	Big	
Shed	
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THE STORY OF THE HORSPOLES, TOLD BY BILL

Ken	and	Nora	Horspole,	who	had	come	out	from	England	after	the	War,	were	
great	workers.	They	worked	on	farms	in	Gembrook,	in	fact,	at	one	stage	Ken	

worked	for	me.	He	once	told	me	that	during	the	War,	in	the	English	countryside	
where	he	was	living,	in	the	harvest	time,	the	farmers	could	come	to	the	nearby	
school	and	recruit	boys	aged	12	years	and	upward,	to	live	on	the	farm	and	help	
with	the	harvest.	He	said	how	much	he	had	enjoyed	it,	especially	being	fed	with	
meat,	which	he	was	unaccustomed	to!!	

Just	after	World	War	II	ended,	the	Government	cleared	a	lot	of	land	down	at	
the	Heytesbury	Forest,	near	Timboon,	for	Soldier	Settlement.	After	the	soldier	
settlers	had	been	catered	for,	there	was	still	land	left,	so	it	was	thrown	open	for	
'Closer	Settlement'.	Ken	was	interested	in	farming	and	when	he	heard	that	these	
Closer	Settlement	farms	were	available,	he	discussed	it	with	me.	

I	was	quite	in	favour	of	him	applying	for	one.	After	the	Horspoles	had	put	in	
their	application,	they	came	to	me	for	the	character	reference	that	was	required.	
Once	written	this	was	sent	away,	and	I	remember	just	how	excited	Ken	was	when	
he	came	out	to	tell	me	that	they	had	been	granted	a	farm.	

The	idea	was	that	these	farms	would	be	dairy	farms,	as	there	was	a	milk	fac-
tory	in	Timboon.	

There	was	a	certain	amount	of	work	
to	be	done	on	the	farm	initially	to	clean	
up	the	windrows	which	had	been	pushed	
together	by	the	bulldozers	clearing	the	
land,	so	they	bought	a	tractor	at	the	
outset.	

As	the	years	went	by,	and	the	
Horspoles	had	paid	off	their	farm,	when	
the	farm	next	door	came	on	the	market	
they	bought	it.	Once	it	had	been	paid	
off	through	hard	work,	they	sold	the	two	
farms	and	were	able	to	buy	1100	acres	
down	in	the	Western	District.	They	then	
bred	cattle	and	sold	their	stock	at	the	
abattoirs.	Some	of	their	cattle	were	sent	
to	O'Connors’	abattoirs	up	at	Pakenham.	

Whenever	he	comes	up	to	Gembrook	
for	a	visit,	Ken	always	comes	out	to	see	
me	and	keeps	me	informed	about	their	
farming.	Last	visit,	he	was	almost	retired,	
and	his	son	was	running	the	farm.	He	
said	he	was	greatly	impressed	by	the		
opportunities	in	Australia	if	one	is	pre-
pared	to	work,	and	he	and	his	wife	are	
certainly	great	examples	of	this!	
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GEMBROOK AND THE SPANISH FLU
read out by Bill Parker at the Kurth Kiln February 2008 Meeting

I	have	just	finished	reading	“A	Short	History	of	the	Twentieth	Century”	by	Profes-sor	Geoffrey	Blainey	and	in	it	he	mentioned	the	Spanish	Flu	that	occurred	just	
after	the	end	of	the	1914-1918	war	and	which	killed	throughout	the	world	more	
people	than	did	WWI.

Gembrook	lost	one	man	to	the	Spanish	Flu,	whom	I	can	only	remember	by	the	
name	of	Rosie.	He	was	a	big	strong	six	footer,	who	worked	on	Grundy’s	mill	in	the	
forest	next	to	our	boundary.

My	mother,	who	got	her	nursing	experience	in	London,	took	Rosie	(who	was	
very	sick	by	then)	in	a	horse	and	jinker	to	the	hospital	at	Warrigal.	When	my	
mother	delivered	him	to	hospital	he	said	“Thank	you	Mrs.	Parker,	I	will	never	see	
you	again”,	and	he	died	a	few	days	later.	

My	mother	was	also	the	midwife	in	Gembrook	and	used	to	deliver	the	babies	
in	Gembrook	and	often	down	at	Cockatoo	as	well	as	out	at	the	mills.	

Another	man,	George	Fry,	who	had	just	come	home	from	the	war	also	got	the	
Flu,	but	fortunately	he	recovered.

Caretakers	Hut	and	Picket	fence	seen	from	the	North
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In May 2004 Bill Parker donated a couple historic items from his 400 acre 
farm to the Kurth Kiln collection, which should go well with the period tools 
we have already.  Here are his comments that went with his items:   

THE SCYTHE

The	scythe	would	have	been	one	of	the	earliest	tools	to	be	used	for	the	cutting	
of	grass	and	cereal	crops.
When	I	was	a	boy	I	used	to	admire	a	friend	of	our	family	who	could	cut	grass	

with	the	scythe.	Mr.	Hird,	six	foot	three	inches	tall,	was	a	farmer	in	England	before	
mechanization	took	over.	All	the	crops	were	cut	by	hand	with	the	scythe	and	a	
good	man	was	expected	to	cut	an	acre	a	day	and	for	their	midday	meal	they	
would	have	bread	and	cheese	and	a	drink	of	ale.

Mr.	Hird	said	that	after	he	cut	an	area	it	was	as	clean	as	if	it	had	been	shaved.

When	I	was	big	enough	to	use	the	
scythe,	much	as	I	tried	I	never	became	
proficient	in	its	use.	
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THE SWEEP

Many	years	ago	when	the	crops	were	cut	for	hay	they	were	either	cut	down	by	
scythe	or	horse	drawn	mower.

The	sweep,	as	
it	was	called,	was	
drawn	by	one	horse	
and	was	used	to	
bring	the	hay	into	
heaps	to	be	carted	
into	the	sheds	or	if	
a	stationary	baler	
was	used	it	would	be	
brought	into	it	and	
baled	in	the	pad-
dock.	It	must	be	very	
old	as	I	bought	it	
50	years	ago	with	a	
stationary	baler.	
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At the working bee in September 2004 Bill told the story of: 

THE HISTORY OF GEMBROOK PARK

I	have	written	in	my	book,	“Forest	to	Farming,	Gembrook:	an	early	history”	about	the	Acclimatization	Park	and	also	about	the	Le	Souef	family.	AA	Le	Souef	
selected	the	first	320	aces	in	Gembrook,	on	15.7.1873.	The	Le	Souef	family	was	
very	much	involved	in	the	Acclimatization	Park	of	640	acres	which	was	selected	
prior	to	the	first	selection	in	Gembrook.

In	1885,	when	enthusiasm	for	the	Park	and	money	ran	out	it	was	cut	up	and	
sold	except	for	60	acres	close	to	the	town	which	was	retained	and	became	the	
Gembrook	Park.

I	write	now	of	my	association	with	the	Park	from	1920	when	I	was	6	years	old,	
and	had	just	started	at	the	primary	school	at	Gembrook.	Two	years	later,	when	Mr.	
G	I	Russell	became	the	Head	Master,	he	was	very	interested	in	nature	and	birds	
and	animals,	so	on	Gould	Day	once	a	year,	he	would	take	all	the	school	pupils	
down	to	the	Park	to	study	the	flora	and	fauna	and	would	point	out	things	of	inter-
est	to	us.

As	I	was	always	interested	in	nature,	even	before	I	went	to	school,	this	was	
an	interesting	excursion	and	I	have	added	to	it	for	the	rest	of	my	life.		Even	when	
I	was	in	the	Middle	East	during	the	war	I	would	pick	the	wild	flowers,	press	them	
and	send	them	home	to	Lorna,	my	wife-to-be,	in	the	letters.

An	elderly	man	from	Finland,	by	the	name	of	Alf	Wickham,	who	lived	in	a	hut	
at	the	back	of	the	hotel	and	used	to	work	as	a	rouse-about	there	and	also	worked	
a	bit	for	Harry	Knight,	used	to	be	the	caretaker	of	the	Park.	The	Park	at	that	time	
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had	toilets,	swings	and	a	shelter	shed	at	the	head	of	the	creek	and	every	Friday	
afternoon	Mr.	Pitt	who	owned	the	hotel	and	Harry	Knight	who	owned	the	General	
Store	and	Post	Office	used	to	pay	Alf	to	keep	the	Park	in	order.

At	that	time	there	was	a	good	track	that	went	down	one	side	of	the	creek	right	
to	the	end	of	the	boundary	and	back	on	the	opposite	side.	So	Alf’s	job	was	to	
keep	that	free	of	obstacles	and	also	to	empty	the	toilets	(a	pan	job)	and	to	pick	up	
the	debris	lying	about.	I	have	never	seen	the	Park	kept	in	better	order	than	it	was	
then.	It	was	Mr.	Russell,	the	school	teacher	who	gave	us	the	history	of	the	two	
redwoods	planted	by	Mr.	Knight.

Not	long	after	I	came	back	form	World	War	II,	I	was	on	the	Gembrook	Park	
Committee	which	had	as	its	President	E	A	C	(Bill)	Russell	who	had	been	the	origi-
nal	President.		
After	he	retired,	they	nominated	me	as	the	President.	After	a	good	many	years	
when	the	enthusiasm	for	the	working	bees	started	to	wane,	Mr.	Warren	Parsons,	
who	was	the	secretary,	and	I,	decided	to	hand	the	Park	over	to	the	Council.

In	the	early	days	of	Puffing	Billy	when	fares	were	cheap	the	tourist	attraction	
for	Gembrook	was	the	
Park.	Often	on	a	Sunday	
during	the	fine	weather	
there	would	be	two	train	
loads	of	people	coming	
to	Gembrook.	One	of	the	
money	spinners	for	the	
Hotel	was	the	dining	room	
and	up	to	100	people	
would	go	there	for	the	
midday	meal.	I	had	first	
hand	knowledge	of	this	as	
my	twin	sisters	were	the	
waitresses	and	they	had	a	
first	class	chef.

After	dinner	the	next	
move	was	to	go	for	a	walk	
in	the	Park.	As	a	school	
boy	with	my	mates	it	was	
good	entertainment	to	see	
up	to	100	people	seeing	
the	“bush”	in	its	natural	
state.	

Bad	bush	fires	went	
through	the	Park	in	1913	
and	1926.	I	hope,	with	the	
use	of	modern	equipment	
that	doesn’t	happen	again.	
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GEMBROOK’S AVENUE OF HONOUR, TOLD BY BILL 

A	few	years	after	I	came	back	from	World	War	II,	E.A.C	(Bill)	Russell	said	to	me	
he	was	thinking	of	planting	an	avenue	of	honour	for	the	World	War	I	soldiers.	

He	had	two	brothers	who	were	'returned'	men.	I	thought	it	was	an	excellent	idea.	
As	Bill	Russell	was	more	or	less	the	leading	man	in	Gembrook,	the	local	J.P,	

and	later	on	a	councillor,	he	had	no	trouble	in	organising	a	working	bee,	and	
planted	the	trees	on	either	side	of	Redwood	Road.	

Many	years	later,	for	some	unknown	reason,	the	council	removed	the	wooden	
plaques	with	the	names	of	each	soldier	inscribed	on	them,	then	lost	them.	For	
two	years	the	Gembrook	R.S.L	had	tried	to	get	them	replaced	but	to	no	avail.	
As	I	have	written	the	history	of	Gembrook,	and	have	had	many	dealings	with	the	
Council	over	many	years,	I	said,	"Well,	you	had	better	let	me	deal	with	the	Coun-
cil!"	

As	Rob	McLelland,	then	Member	of	Parliament	for	Pakenham,	was	a	good	
friend	of	mine,	a	meeting	was	able	to	be	arranged	at	his	office	in	Pakenham	with	
Don	Welch,	the	C.E.O	of	the	shire	present	too.	I	met	with	them	to	discuss	the	
problem,	and	within	a	fortnight,	work	on	re-instating	the	plaques	began.	I	had	
already	given	the	Council	the	names	of	the	twenty-seven	men	who	had	enlisted	
from	Gembrook	in	the	First	World	War.	Fortunately	only	four	of	them	had	been	
killed	during	the	war.

When	the	plaques	were	ready	to	put	on	the	trees,	I	met	with	two	Council	em-
ployees	and	told	them	I	wanted	the	names	in	alphabetical	order	and	also	to	have	
big	signs	at	both	ends	of	the	avenue	to	indicate	the	Avenue	of	Honour.	
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TEACHER LORNA LANYON: 125 YEARS OF GEMBROOK SCHOOL 
At the Launch of the extensions to the Gembrook State School on 14 No-
vember 2008 Judy Parker (daughter of Bill And Lorna) made the following 
speech:

Seventy	years	ago,	in	1938,	my	Mum,	who	was	then	called	Lorna	Lanyon,	
came	to	teach	at	Gembrook	State	School.	She	was	24	years	old.	Seven	

years	earlier	when	she	was	16	and	had	just	finished	matriculation,	her	final	year	
at	Mac	Robertson	Girls	High	School,	Mum	began	teaching,	as	a	junior	teacher,	
at	Canterbury	State	School.	Can	you	imagine	at	16,	completely	untrained	as	was	
the	custom	in	those	days,	being	put	to	teach	70	young	children,	three	to	a	desk,	in	
a	freezing	cold	old	hall!	

After	four	years	of	teaching,	Mum	enrolled	at	Melbourne	Teachers'	College	to	
study	the	two-year	infant	training	course.	Like	her	sister	Hilda	before	her,	who	was	
the	mother	of	Professor	Geoffrey	Blainey,	Mum	was	the	top	student	at	College	
and	awarded	the	Gladman	Prize	and	40	pounds.	She	was	also	one	of	the	few	
teachers	awarded	a	third	year	at	Teachers’	College	and	so	was	provided	with	the	
opportunity	to	gain	valuable	experience	from	teaching	alongside	skilled	teachers	
at	the	Training	School	at	East	Kew.	

At	the	end	of	that	year,	Mum	was	offered	a	position	at	East	Kew,	but	decided	
to	apply	for	a	country	school.	Mum	has	often	told	us:	

"Gembrook	was	not	one	of	the	schools	I	applied	for	and	I	only	added	it	to	the	
bottom	of	my	list	after	a	friend	suggested	I	apply	for	it	as	it	was	in	timber	country,	
and	timber	country	'does	something	for	you'''.	

In	1938,	when	Mum	arrived,	there	were	only	two	rooms	at	Gembrook	school.	
The	school	was	actually	still	closed	down	with	the	polio	epidemic	so	she	used	
these	pupil-free	days	to	prepare	for	the	Grades	Prep	-	2	which	she	was	to	teach.	
In	the	afternoons	she	would	sometimes	go	out	bike	riding	with	Dick	Russell,	the	
son	of	the	Head	Master	G	I	Russell,	who	was	a	student	teacher	at	the	school.	The	
day	before	the	children	came	back	to	school,	G	I	informed	Mum	that	she	was	to	
teach	Grade	3	as	well	in	her	room.	This	meant	that	she	taught	36	pupils,	while	G	I	
and	his	son	took	33	between	them	in	the	other	room.	The	Inspector	arrived	the	
very	next	day	and	was	apparently	most	unimpressed	with	Mum's	lack	of	prepara-
tion	for	Grade	3	and	asked	what	she	had	been	doing	with	her	planning	time!	

The	Headmaster,	G	I	Russell,	my	mother	says,	had	'most	irregular'	methods	
of	teaching.	After	the	children	went	out	to	play	in	the	morning,	he	often	wouldn't	
ring	the	bell	to	call	them	back	in	at	all	before	lunch,	which	the	children,	of	course,	
thought	was	great	fun.	So	Mum	used	her	own	bell	to	call	in	her	grades,	and	she	
then	was	often	disturbed	by	the	older	children	roaming	the	corridor	looking	in	the	
windows.	In	those	days	teachers	were	permitted	to	sit	in	the	classroom,	and	Mum	
had	a	table	and	chair,	which	she	used.	There	was	an	old	type	of	desk	as	well	
which	was	designed	to	be	at	standing	height,	and	Mum	used	this	for	storage.	It	
was	similar	to	the	desk	her	father	had	had	when	teaching	at	Gisborne,	and	Mum	
had	played	under	it	before	she	was	old	enough	to	go	to	school.	His	desk	was	
bought	by	Sue	Jarvis	in	the	1990's	when	she	lived	in	Gisborne,	so	is	now	in	her	
house	at	Gembrook.	
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Mum	was	much	loved	and	respected	by	her	pupils	at	Gembrook.	She	was	
young	and	energetic	and	shared	her	talents	with	the	children.	She	played	first	
class	hockey	for	Palladians	in	Melbourne	during	those	years.	When	she	would	
practise	after	school,	many	of	the	boys	in	the	upper	grades	would	join	her,	using	
sticks	as	hockey	sticks.	Mum	had	also	won	prizes	for	swimming,	and	some	sum-
mer	nights	after	school	would	ride	her	bike	out	to	Lake	Lochan	at	Gilwell	Park,	the	
nearest	pool,	to	swim	...	again	accompanied	by	the	boys,	on	their	bikes!	

She	was	also	a	trained	classical	singer	and	had	won	prizes	for	singing.	So	a	
piano	was	bought	by	the	school	at	that	time	and	Mum	used	to	go	up	to	the	school	
early	in	the	morning,	from	where	she	was	boarding	at	Mrs	Dyer's,	to	practise	
before	school.	She	played	the	piano	for	school	assemblies	and	concerts	and	for	
music	sessions	with	the	children.	Mum	would	stay	back	after	school	to	prepare	
the	next	day's	lessons	on	the	blackboard,	and	half	way	through	her	second	year	
at	Gembrook,	my	Dad	discovered	her,	and	used	to	call	past	at	these	times	of	the	
day	after	digging	potatoes.	

Mum	started	up	the	first	Mothers'	Club	at	Gembrook	...	to	the	horror	of	G	I,	
the	headmaster.	She	also	started	the	Gembrook	Infant	Welfare	Centre	and	the	
Kindergarten.	Her	time	at	Gembrook	was	during	most	of	the	years	of	World	War	II	
so	she	was	required	to	be	involved	in	war	work.	In	the	school	holidays	she	worked	
on	Fletcher's	farm	(now	Mr.	Phil	Pepi's)	helping	with	farm	work	like	harvesting	with	
the	hay	rake	and	reaper	and	binder.	There	is	a	photo	of	Mum	in	Old	Mac's	cafe	
doing	this.	

She	was	rostered	with	other	adults	from	Gembrook	at	the	sports	ground	here	
at	the	school	spotting	for	enemy	aeroplanes.	When	Dad	was	on	leave	from	the	
army,	he	would	join	her	there	of	an	evening.	

Mum	broke	her	arm	at	Gembrook	so	spent	some	of	the	time	on	her	sick	leave	
with	her	father	who	was	the	Head	Teacher	at	two	schools	out	at	Pascoe	Vale	at	
the	time	and	had	risen	to	the	position	of	number	8	on	the	Classified	Roll.	Mum	
enjoyed	sitting	in	on	his	classrooms	and	updating	herself	on	good	teaching	ideas.	
When	she	returned,	some	little	girls,	with	eyes	like	saucers,	told	her	that	Billy	
Ashford,	an	older	pupil,	had	said:	"Old	Ma	Lanyon	broke	her	arm	-	pity	it	wasn't	
her	neck".	They	were	horrified	when	Mum	laughed.	

Mum's	father	had	given	her	a	stout	dog	collar	to	use	as	a	strap	when	she	went	
to	Gembrook	(he	had	wrapped	up	the	
buckle	end).	She	put	it	in	the	cupboard	
and	forgot	about	it.	Years	later	when	she	
was	cleaning	out	to	leave	the	school,	she	
found	it	at	the	back	of	the	cupboard,	with	
the	inscription	on	it,	"For	dogs	-	to	go	
around	their	necks".	We	believe	some	of	
the	older	boys	had	written	this!	Her	pupils	
then,	now	are	many	of	the	Gembrook	
identities	in	their	sixties	and	seventies,	
like	Mr	Norm	Smith,	Mrs	Joyce	Begg,	
Mrs	Peg	Hilder	and	others	here	today	.	 .	
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War-time reminiscences by Bill, this one at the October 2009 Meeting

TO THE MIDDLE EAST ON THE QUEEN MARY 

Leaving	Puckapunyal,	we	caught	the	train	at	Seymour	for	Sydney,	to	go	to	the	
Middle	East	on	the	Queen	Mary.	For	the	train	journey	I	was	given	a	rifle	and	

told	to	guard	a	chap	by	the	name	of	O'Brien.	Apparently	O'Brien	had	dodged	two	
drafts.	Although	now	that	I	am	in	my	96th	year	I	have	shrunk	4	inches,	at	that	
time	I	was	5	foot	and	8	inches	and	weighed	12	stone	and	had	done	quite	a	bit	of	
boxing	(and	daily	farm	work	for	thirteen	years!)	so	the	Army	must	have	thought	
I	was	a	suitable	person	to	guard	him.	I	told	him	to	'behave	himself'	and	we	got	
along	quite	well,	though	I	couldn't	have	a	sleep	of	course!	When	we	got	to	Sydney	
I	handed	him	over	to	the	Military	Police.	

We	had	to	be	ferried	out	to	the	Queen	Mary	well	out	in	the	Harbour,	as,	requir-
ing	a	depth	of	34	feet,	she	could	not	draw	up	at	the	wharf.	(Hobart	was	the	only	
Australian	wharf	which	could	have	accommodated	her.)	We	boarded	at	2	am,	and	
along	with	the	Queen	Elizabeth,	and	HMAS	Sydney	as	our	escort,	we	left	Sydney	
later	that	day.	The	HMAS	Sydney	led	the	way	a	mile	ahead	of	the	two	troop	carry-
ing	ships.	There	was	also	a	mile	between	the	Queen	Mary	and	the	Queen	Eliza-
beth	to	the	right	and	left	of	The	Sydney.	

We	proceeded	at	a	good	speed	until	we	got	to	the	Great	Australian	Bight	
where	rough	seas	reduced	The	Sydney	to	11	knots.	The	weather	even	washed	
a	lifeboat	overboard.	Imagine	how	our	progress	was	restricted	when	we	were	
capable	of	doing	34	knots!	We	anchored	off	Fremantle	to	do	some	refuelling	and	
then	HMS	Gloucester	became	our	escort.	Our	next	stop	was	Trincomalee,	off	
Colombo,	and	from	there	we	continued	to	the	mouth	of	the	Red	Sea,	where	our	
escort	left	us.	Our	two	ships	sped	at	their	full	pace	of	34	knots	up	the	Red	Sea,	
too	fast	for	any	submarines	to	catch	us.	

There	were	lots	of	duties	to	be	done	on	the	ship,	so	my	mate	Wal	Dawson	and	
I	volunteered	for	Fire	Patrol,	which	meant	we	could	go	all	over	the	ship	except	the	
Nurses'	Quarters!!	We	enjoyed	our	good	look	over	the	ship	and	eventually	ended	
up	in	the	Engine	Room	where	we	met	the	Engineer,	a	very	approachable	man.	He	
must	have	liked	us	as	he	invited	us	to	stay	for	dinner	so	he	could	tell	us	a	lot	more	
about	the	ship.	The	engineer	explained	to	us	the	working	of	the	engine,	which	
was	capable	of	driving	the	81,000	ton	Queen	Mary	at	34	knots	per	hour.	We	only	
had	6000	troops	on	board,	but	the	Queen	Elizabeth,	of	84,000	tons,	was	carrying	
8000	troops.	It	had	actually	not	been	completely	furnished	at	the	time	that	war	
broke	out,	so	it	had	more	room.	

At	night	the	'smell	of	socks'	was	so	great	that	each	night	Wal	and	I	would	take	
our	blankets	and	sleep	up	on	the	Promenade	Deck.	Of	course	we	were	woken	
very	early	each	morning	with	the	washing	down	of	the	deck!	We	would	then	take	
our	walk	of	four	times	round	the	deck	before	breakfast.	This	distance	was	one	
mile.	

One	fine	day,	when	going	through	the	Red	Sea,	I	was	up	on	deck,	when	head-
ing	right	across	our	pathway	was	a	local	boat	called	a	dhow.	It	showed	no	sign	of	
deviating,	so	when	it	was	too	close	for	comfort	the	Captain	must	have	'put	his	foot	
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down'	as	the	Queen	Mary	nearly	jumped	out	of	the	water	with	its	rush	of	speed.	
I	was	at	the	rear	of	the	ship	eating	an	apple	and	the	dhow	passed	so	close	that	I	
could	have	thrown	the	apple	core	on	its	deck.	It	was	believed	that	the	dhow	was	
loaded	with	explosives.	

We	continued	on,	and	finished	our	glorious	17-day	journey	in	Egypt	at	Port	
Tufek.	We	were	taken	ashore	on	barges,	as,	like	in	Sydney,	there	was	not	34	feet	
depth	of	water	to	accommodate	the	mooring.	

Two	days	later	I	was	on	guard	at	the	
guard-house	where	the	prisoners	were	
kept.	Outside,	the	prisoners	were	being	
tried	by	the	Military	Court.	One	of	them	
was	O'Brien	who	had	tried	to	escape	in	
Egypt.	It	makes	me	wonder	why	the	Army	
ever	sent	him	over.	

And then, at another time:

WHEN I WAS IN SYRIA 

When	I	was	in	Syria	during	WWII	in	1941	our	two	ground	crews,	each	of	six	
men,	were	once	in	our	EPI	tent	for	six	weeks	on	account	of	the	snow	storms	

that	were	the	worst	since	1914.	Our	tent	was	14	feet	by	12	feet.	We	were	issued	
with	bed	boards	6	feet	by	2	feet	so,	with	six	men	on	each	side	of	the	12	foot	wall,	
it	allowed	a	passage	way	of	two	feet	between	bed	boards.	You	can	imagine	how	
cramped	we	were	for	space.	

The	bed	boards	saved	us	from	sleeping	on	the	ground	and	our	mattresses	
were	hessian	bags	filled	with	straw.	They	issued	us	with	a	camelhair	blanket	to	go	
with	our	two	blankets.	As	it	was	so	cold	we	slept	in	all	our	clothes,	only	taking	our	
boots	off	at	night.	Our	tent	was	partly	dug	in	the	side	of	the	hill	which	was	called	
the	Valley	of	the	Stones,	and	each	morning	we	had	to	shovel	the	snow	away	from	
the	back	of	the	tent	as	the	weight	of	the	snow	was	starting	to	push	the	tent	in.

After	three	weeks	I	decided	to	have	a	bath	so	I	filled	a	bowl	with	snow,	put	it	
on	the	end	of	my	bed,	undressed	and	went	over	my	body	with	handfuls	of	snow	
-	most	invigorating.		The	chaps	in	the	tent	said	“Parker,	you	should	be	certified”.	
They	went	for	the	six	weeks	without	a	bath.	Our	toilet	was	a	hole	in	the	ground	
with	a	seat	on	it,	exposed	to	all	the	weather.	

The	army	cooks	still	operated.	They	would	send	our	food	round	in	a	four	wheel	
drive	truck	and	we	would	take	it	in	turns	to	go	down	to	the	road,	about	six	chain	
away	to	collect	it.	

When	the	weather	cleared	enough	they	took	us	down	to	a	portable	shower	unit	
at	a	place	called	Sausage	Wood.	Even	though	it	was	in	the	open	it	was	great	to	
feel	the	hot	water	on	the	body.		

Of	the	twelve	who	were	in	the	tent	there	are	only	two	of	us	left	now,	in	2007.
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More war-time reminiscences from Bill:

MY TRIP HOME TO AUSTRALIA FROM THE MIDDLE-EAST 

When	the	Japanese	came	into	World	War	II,	Australia	decided	to	bring	its	
troops	back	from	the	Middle	East,	so	they	could	be	used	against	Japan.	

There	were	thousands	of	us	at	Suez	waiting	for	the	boats	to	take	us	home.	In	
fact,	as	we	came	down	from	Syria	our	convoy	was	23	miles	long,	with	100	yards	
between	each	vehicle	in	case	we	were	bombed.	Because	we	could	be	loaded	at	
any	time,	we	could	not	get	leave	to	go	into	Cairo.	

The	Melbourne	Star,	of	12,000	tons,	had	been	converted	from	a	refrigeration	
ship	into	a	troop	ship	and	it	brought	the	guns	and	trucks	of	the	2/11	Artillery	home	
(minus	the	ammunition	as	that	would	have	been	too	dangerous	if	the	ship	had	
been	captured.)	There	were	800	soldiers	in	the	2/11	and	they	were	taken	home	
via	South	Africa.	

But	with	only	about	35	others,	I	was	selected	to	travel	on	the	Melbourne	Star,	
and	we	all	had	various	duties	to	perform.	We	had	no	escort	ship.		On	the	Mel-
bourne	Star	the	first	call	for	volunteers	by	the	Commanding	Officer	was	for	two	
people	to	travel	home	up	in	the	Crow's	Nest	for	observation	purposes.	Wal	Lay-
cock	and	I	immediately	put	up	our	hands.	Wal,	a	former	Geelong	Grammar	boy,	
was	a	son	of	the	Laycock	family	who	had	a	woollen	mill	in	Melbourne	and	made	
Laconia	blankets.	They	also	had	a	big	farm	in	the	Western	District	at	Mortlake.	
Wal	worked	on	the	family	farm	and	was	also	a	wool	classer.	

The	Crow's	Nest	on	the	Melbourne	Star	was	only	a	small	compartment	about	
25	feet	up	a	steel	ladder.	It	was	fitted	out	with	a	Lewis	machine	gun	from	World	
War	I	...	to	take	on	the	might	of	the	German	and	Japanese	Airforces	and	Navies!	
We	were	on	24-hour	alert,	and	would	take	it	in	turns	to	go	below	to	the	toilet	or	to	
get	our	meals	of	mostly	bully	beef	and	biscuits	in	our	dixies.	

It	was	intended	that	we	would	go	to	Burma	but	for	some	reason	they	decided	
against	this	and	we	headed	for	Singapore.	Apparently	the	ship	loaded	with	troops	
that	had	left	Suez	before	our	ship,	was	taken	prisoner	not	far	from	Singapore.	
We	were	not	aware	of	this	at	the	time,	but	these	soldiers	were	prisoners	of	the	
Japanese	for	the	rest	of	the	war.	Strange	as	it	may	seem,	one	of	them	was	Tom	
George	who	later	became	a	Soldier	Settler	in	Gembrook!	

So	our	ship	was	diverted	to	come	straight	back	to	Australia,	and,	after	23	days	
at	sea,	we	finally	berthed	at	Port	Adelaide.	Wal	and	I,	for	that	entire	journey	had	
had	the	full	benefit	of	the	rolling	of	the	ship.	I	would	not	recommend	the	Crow's	
Nest	for	a	comfortable	sleep!	

When	the	Waterside	Workers	in	Port	Adelaide	heard	we	were	a	Troop	ship,	
they	insisted	they	would	not	unload	us	until	they	got	a	shilling	an	hour	extra,	on	
top	of	their	wages,	for	risk	money.	Wal	and	I	were	only	on	6	shillings	and	sixpence	
each	a	day,	as	we	would	not	take	promotion	as	our	only	desire	in	the	Army	was	to	
do	our	jobs	and	get	back	onto	our	farms	if	we	were	lucky.	And	lucky	I	was	...	I've	
led	a	charmed	life.	
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As	it	was	a	Labour	Government	at	the	time,	they	gave	in	to	the	Union	of	the	
Waterside	Workers.	So	after	a	day,	they	began	the	unloading.	We	were	held	on	
the	ship	for	a	total	of	four	days,	as	it	then	took	three	days	for	them	to	unload	us.	
You	can	imagine	what	we	chaps	thought	of	the	Unions	and	Labour	Government!	
But	this	was	not	an	isolated	case	by	any	means,	and	General	Mc	Arthur	of	the	
American	Army	was	horrified	by	such	situations.	

However,	a	chap	with	pies	and	bottles	of	milk	used	to	come	onto	the	wharf	
each	day	and	we	would	lower	a	bucket	on	the	end	of	a	rope	with	the	money	in	
it,	then	sit	on	the	deck	and	enjoy	what	was	a	feast	after	the	food	on	the	ship.	We	
were	so	glad	to	get	home!	

Wal	Laycock,	who	was	a	year	older	than	me,	lived	till	he	was	91	years.

Thornton	Bridge	over	the	freely	flowing	Tomahawk	Creek,	initiated	by	Meinhard
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MY TIME IN THE COMMANDOS, A FURTHER STORY FROM BILL: 

When	our	Unit,	the	2nd/	11th		Artillery,	came	back	from	the	Middle	East	on	
account	of	the	Japanese	Army	entering	the	War,	it	wasn't	long	before	the	

Unit	was	approached	for	volunteers	to	join	the	Commandos.	Of	the	70	of	us	who	
put	our	hands	up,	after	a	severe	testing	of	our	potential,	they	took	only	15.	We	
were	joined	by	three	men	from	the	Engineers	who	had	also	just	returned	-	Lofty	
Hill,	a	rugby	player	and	fine	athlete	of	6	foot	3	inches	and	15	stone	and	not	an	
ounce	of	fat,	another	chap	who	was	6	foot	2	inches	and	14	stone,	and	a	third	who	
was	6	foot	and	13	stone.	They	made	the	15	of	us	look	small!

The	18	of	us	were	taken	by	train	down	to	Foster	and	then	by	truck	to	Tidal	
River	near	Wilson's	Promontory.	The	next	morning,	as	was	the	custom	in	winter	
and	summer	in	the	Commandos,	we	were	required	to	take	a	shower	before	go-
ing	on	Parade.	Straight	after	breakfast	we	were	interviewed,	and	because	of	our	
experience,	they	immediately	sent	us	up	North	to	Queensland.	There	we	were	
camped	at	Mudgeeraba,	just	in	from	Southport	on	the	Gold	Coast.	We	must	have	
been	near	a	chicken	farm,	because	I	remember	the	300	of	us	in	the	2nd/8th	Com-
mando	Unit	having	eggs	and	bacon	one	morning	for	breakfast	-	the	only	time	I	
had	such	a	treat	in	my	four	years	in	the	Army!	

Our	task	in	Queensland	was	to	be	given	'invasion	training'	as	we	were	going	to	
be	sent	to	Darwin	to	relieve	the	2nd/4th	Commando	Unit	who	were	just	finishing	
their	12	months	tour	of	duty	in	Timor.	Just	up	from	Southport,	at	Caloundra,	16	of	
us	per	boat,	after	dark	would	row	close	to	Bribie	Island,	then	jump	overboard	and	
wade,	waist	deep,	to	the	shore.	We	would	spend	all	night	walking	round	on	the	
island,	our	wet	clothes	drying	quickly	in	the	tropical	heat,	then	return	to	the	boat	
at	dawn.	I	remember	on	one	of	these	sorties	coming	into	contact	with	a	bee-hive,	
and	being	stung	five	times!	The	American	troops	did	the	same	drill,	but	they	would	
only	put	12	in	a	boat	as	they	thought	16	was	too	risky.	They	were	very	pampered	
...	they	even	wore	gloves	to	use	a	shovel!	

Another	of	our	training	exercises	was	a	marathon	march,	a	task	from	the	Brit-
ish	Commandos,	of	100	miles	in	three	days.	We	set	out	from	Southport	with	our	
packs	of	rations,	rifle	and	a	blanket,	and	headed	straight	through	the	rainforest	to	
Springbrook.	Only	one	third	of	us	finished	the	march	successfully!	

Up	in	Darwin,	I	was	having	a	shower	one	morning	when	I	saw	Norm	Holgate	
who	was	married	to	Jessie	Ure	from	Gembrook.	He	had	been	up	in	Timor	in	
the	2nd/4th	Commando	Unit	(which	had	relieved	the	2nd/2nd	Unit.)	There	were	
15,000	Japanese	troops	in	Timor	being	protected	by	the	Japanese	Navy.	But	
the	Australians	had	just	got	wind	that	45,000	more	were	about	to	arrive	in	Timor	
ready	to	then	invade	Australia,	so	the	Commando	Unit	was	swiftly	evacuated	back	
to	Darwin	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	Not	so	long	afterwards,	the	Japanese	Navy	
was	beaten	by	the	US	fleet	in	the	Coral	Sea	Battle	so	our	Unit	was	spared	certain	
death	in	Timor.	

In	Darwin	we	were	camped	at	Dripstone	Caves	where	the	tides	were	a	colos-
sal	28	feet,	and	King	tides	were	36	feet.	When	the	tide	turned	you	could	just	keep	
ahead	of	it	walking	steadily	all	the	way.	One	of	our	duties,	in	groups	of	3,	was	to	
patrol	a	length	of	beach	each	night.	After	7	miles	we	would	meet	soldiers	from	the	
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NAOC	(Northern	Australian	Observation	Corps)	-	troops	of	soldiers	on	light	duties	
as	they	were	not	100	percent	well,	so	we	would	then	return.	

I	remember	that	only	the	officers	in	our	Units	were	allowed	to	drink	alcohol,	
and	they	began	making	a	habit	of	getting	roaring	drunk	and	disorderly.	When	
some	of	our	chaps,	sick	of	the	noise,	decided	to	steal	their	grog,	the	officers	con-
fined	us	to	barracks	and	called	in	a	Brigadier	to	have	us	punished.	I	was	chosen,	
with	Johnny	Hayes	to	represent	our	story,	and	the	curfew	was	lifted!	

When	the	first	British	Spitfires	came	to	Australia,	their	aerodrome	was	next	to	
our	Commando	camp.	We'd	heard	a	lot	about	the	British	Spitfires.	Hitler	had	sent	
wave	after	wave	of	bombers	over	to	England	to	try	to	break	their	morale	and	force	
them	to	surrender,	but	the	Spitfires,	as	Britains'	secret	weapon,	the	best	planes	
in	the	sky	at	that	time,	decimated	Hitler's	air	power.	(That	was	the	occasion	when	
Churchill,	with	his	great	command	of	the	English	language,	made	his	famous	
speech	'Never	before	have	so	many	owed	so	much	to	so	few'	...	which	we	troops	
used	to	quote	in	the	Mess	as	'Never	before	have	so	many	waited	so	long	for	so	
little'!)	

I	remember	the	Spitfires	arrived	in	Darwin	on	one	Sunday	afternoon.	The	next	
morning,	after	breakfast,	looking	out	to	the	ocean	and	I	could	just	see	a	Japanese	
enemy	aircraft	coming	towards	us.	When	it	got	a	certain	distance	from	the	shore,	
a	Spitfire	shot	up	to	engage	it.	It	was	fascinating	watching	the	manoeuvring	of	the	
two	planes	to	get	into	position	for	the	final	outcome.	It	was	the	Spitfire	that	gave	
the	final	blow,	luckily!	As	the	Japanese	pilots	never	carried	parachutes,	they	went	
down	with	their	planes.	It	was	amazing	that	I'd	seen	the	first	plane	shot	down	by	
the	Spitfire	in	Australia!	After	that	it	became	a	daily	occurrence,	but	one	day	when	
a	large	quantity	of	Japanese	bombers	came	over,	some	of	them	got	through	the	
Spitfires	and	bombed	the	oil	tanks	in	Darwin	harbour	resulting	in	vast	clouds	of	
black	smoke.	Only	a	few	Japanese	planes	got	away;	they	lost	many	to	the		
Spitties.	

One	night	a	few	of	us	were	invited	to	have	tea	with	the	Spitfire	pilots.	I	enjoyed	
my	conversation	with	the	young	pilot	I	sat	next	to.	He	had	such	a	pleasant	face	
and	I'm	sure	he	was	still	under	20.	He	had	gone	straight	into	the	Airforce	after	
High	School.	He	told	me	the	Spitfires	could	get	up	to	500	miles	per	hour	in	a	dive	
so	at	a	certain	age,	when	the	reflexes	of	the	young	pilots	were	too	slow	to	recover	
from	these	dives,	they	were	transferred	to	other	planes.	
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DRAFT BUNYIP RECREATION FRAMEWORK SUBMISSION
Genseric	(Bill)	Parker	
“Sambhur	Park”,	65	Parker	Road,	GEMBROOK	3783.	
Tel.	:	5968	1365	

Historical	Background	

The	area	now	known	as	the	Bunyip	State	Park	used	to	be	under	the	control	of	
the	Forests	Commission	and	supplied	timber	for	nine	sawmills.	The	first	mill	

was	owned	by	Mortimer,	who	started	it	in	1898	and	operated	it	until	1903.	He	took	
timber	to	the	Nar	Nar	Goon	railway	station.	The	site	where	the	mill	once	stood	is	
now	Mortimer	Park.	

Our	property,	"Sambhur	Park",	has	a	mile	frontage	on	Bunyip	State	Park.	I	
bought	the	first	section	of	the	property	in	1944	when	I	returned	from	World	War	
II.	In	the	1980s	I	visualised	the	forest	adjoining	this	farm	as	a	State	Park,	as	
nowhere	else	could	one	find	such	a	large	area	of	forest	so	close	to	Melbourne.	I	
made	my	vision	known	at	the	time.	

Eventually	the	government	decided	to	establish	parklands	in	the	Healesville	
-	Warburton	Gembrook	areas.	They	set	up	a	committee	of	influential	people	to	
discuss	the	possibilities,	and	I	was	chosen	to	represent	Gembrook.	I	had	previ-
ously	chaired	a	meeting	between	the	Timber	Association	and	the	sawmillers	who	
were	taking	logs	from	the	area.	We	had	several	meetings	at	different	towns	in	the	
Yarra	Ranges.	Eventually	the	proposed	locations	in	the	Healesville	and	Warburton	
areas	were	declared	Multipurpose	Parks.	I	tried	to	obtain	the	same	classification	
for	the	Gembrook	land,	but	in	1990	it	was	established	as	the	Bunyip	State	Park.	

At	that	time	I	did	not	foresee	the	trouble	that	I	was	to	have	with	bikies	and	
4-wheel	drive	vehicles.	Eventually	I	had	them	banned	from	coming	within	a	cer-
tain	distance	of	our	boundary.	Having	fences	cut	by	bikies	to	get	around	obstacles	
is	annoying,	to	say	the	least.	Once	when	a	4wheel	drive	vehicle	became	bogged	
on	a	steep	slope	beside	our	boundary	fence,	they	demolished	two	chain	of	the	
fence.	As	I	had	cattle	grazing	in	the	adjacent	paddock,	we	could	have	had	heavy	
losses	if	they	had	escaped	into	the	forest.	To	avoid	this	happening,	we	are	obliged	
to	patrol	the	boundary	fence	very	regularly.	

Recommendation	
When	several	vehicles	are	pleasure-seeking	adjacent	to	private	properties,	the	

noise	can	be	very	disturbing,	especially	to	elderly	people.	I	recommend	that	all	
trail	bikes	and	other	vehicles	be	kept	at	least	half	a	kilometre	away	from	private	
property.		
	 May	2005	



	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 								Page			87

BILL PARKER’S INDIAN PACIFIC TRAIN TRIP, JANUARY 2009 

From	the	11th	to	the	16th	of	January	I	travelled	from	Sydney	to	Perth	on	the	
Indian	Pacific.	The	five	days	included	flying	from	Melbourne	to	Sydney	and	

also	the	return	plane	trip	from	Perth	to	Melbourne.	Wendy	and	Ken	came	with	me	
on	the	trip	and	looked	after	me	wonderfully	well,	as	being	in	my	95th	year	I	am	not	
as	capable	as	I	was	years	ago	when	I	did	a	lot	of	travelling.	

Just	before	I	got	on	the	plane	in	Melbourne	the	metal	detector	picked	up	the	
titanium	metal	that	I	have	in	my	hip,	so	the	official	asked	me	to	take	off	my	shoes	
and	my	belt	and	then	ran	the	metal	detector	all	over	my	body.	He	also	searched	
my	bag	and	took	my	half-used	toothpaste	in	case	I	used	it	on	the	plane	to	make	a	
bomb!	I	was	watched	with	great	concern	by	all	the	other	passengers	waiting	to	get	
on	the	plane	as	I	was	the	only	victim	they	chose.	On	arrival	in	Sydney	we	stayed	
the	night	with	my	niece	Roma.	

The	next	day	we	boarded	the	Indian	Pacific	at	2	pm	for	our	three-day	journey	
on	the	train.	There	were	14	carriages.	Wendy	and	Ken	wanted	to	be	near	me	so	
we	had	single	cabins	close	by.	Our	cabins	were	about	five	feet	by	nine	feet,	with	a	
comfortable	seat	by	the	window.	It	was	pleasant	just	looking	out	at	the	scenery.	

At	night-time,	when	the	bed	was	pulled	down	from	the	wall	and	made	up,	it	
was	quite	high,	so	sitting	on	it,	my	feet	were	about	a	foot	off	the	floor.	There	was	
less	than	a	foot	from	the	bed	to	the	door	so	it	was	quite	a	cramped	room	at	night.	
However,	when	you	were	at	breakfast,	the	bed	was	removed	so	you	had	the	
pleasure	of	the	seat	by	the	window	for	the	rest	of	the	day.	I	slept	well	on	the	train	
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as	I've	had	much	practice	sleeping	on	trains	in	my	army	days.	
We	three	were	in	the	first	sitting	to	have	our	meal,	then	others	followed	after	

we	had	eaten.	We	sat	4	to	a	table,	and	opposite,	across	a	small	passage-way,	
was	another	table	for	4.	

Wendy	and	I	agreed	we	had	never	seen	so	many	over-weight	women	in	their	
sixties	and	seventies	in	one	group.	The	woman	sitting	opposite	me	was	about	
20	stone	and	could	only	get	one	leg	under	the	table	and	the	other	was	in	the	
passage	way.	The	passageways	were	so	narrow	that	two	people	could	not	pass	
together.	

We	left	the	train	briefly	in	Broken	Hill	for	a	coach	tour	with	a	commentator	who	
was	very	interesting	to	listen	too,	as	were	the	commentators	on	the	other	tours	
later.	This	tour	finished	on	a	hill	where	we	had	a	great	view	over	the	city.	In	Ad-
elaide	we	had	another	2-hour	coach	tour.	Of	all	the	capital	cities,	Adelaide	is	my	
favourite.	I	was	billeted	there	for	two	months	when	we	came	back	from	the	Middle	
East	during	the	War.	

When	we	left	Adelaide	we	had	27	carriages	and	one	engine.	Out	on	the	Nullar-
bor	it	was	depressing	to	see	how	much	useless	country	Australia	has,	but	it	is	
understandable	when	you	think	that	on	average	much	of	Europe	and	England	and	
America,	have	more	than	40	inches	of	rain	a	year,	whereas	Australia's	average	is	
14	inches,	with	most	of	it	falling	around	the	coast.	

We	stopped	at	Cook,	just	to	refuel	and	take	on	water.	The	next	stop	was	
Kalgoorlie,	then	it	was	on	to	Perth,	arriving	at	about	11	am	after	nearly	three	days	
and	nights.	

In	Perth	we	took	a	city	coach	trip	for	nearly	three	hours	and	I	was	impressed	
with	all	the	parkland.	We	stayed	at	a	hotel	for	the	night,	and	the	next	day	flew	
back	to	Melbourne	after	I	had	again	experienced	the	metal	detector	picking	up	the	
metal	in	my	hip.	

As	I	have	been	four	times	across	Australia	from	North	to	South,	I	was	keen	to	
do	the	Indian	Pacific	trip,	although	I	had	driven	from	Melbourne	to	Perth	in	1974	
when	Lorn	and	I	drove	around	Australia.	I	really	enjoyed	the	trip,	but	at	age	94	I	
was	the	oldest	on	the	train,	although	they	told	me	they	once	had	a	man	of	96.	
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Ranger Dave Drangsholt organised historical tours through Kurth Kiln and 
Bunyip State Park. He would stop at many historic sites and Bill would 
relate some of the history. Here are a few excerpts:

A HERITAGE TOUR

Russell’s Mill

At Russell Mill Number One located beside Ash Landing Road, Bill told us that 
among the saw millers in the region none was more prominent than Bill Rus-

sell, with an involvement in the industry dating back to 1912. The “Big Mill” as it 
was known, was moved to the site, the tramlines extended in 1926 and operation 
commenced in 1927. 

The mill occupied this site for 17 years – an unusually long period for a for-
est sawmill. A settlement of sorts developed at the mill and at one time around 

70 people lived there. The Big Mill closed in 1943 because of labour shortages. 
There were no schools nearby, therefore the children had to receive their educa-
tion by correspondence. 

 

Bill at the Beenak School site telling the story of Madge Huttly in pouring rain
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At the mill site Bill told us the story of how in 1926 after the bush fires had 
created such ruin to the milling industry, the Forests Commission wanted the mill 
owners to harvest the huge amounts of mill-able timber in the Black Snake Val-
ley and were prepared to lend money to develop it. Even though E A C Russell 
(commonly called Bill) had lost three mills in the fires and was virtually broke, he 
showed great vision and determination by borrowing the immense sum of 15,000 
pounds from the Forests Commission to put in the steel line out as far as Dyer’s 
siding, which is now Dyer’s Picnic Ground. This enabled him to pick up the timber 
from the other mills, as well as his own, to haul into Gembrook. Twenty-one years 
later in 1947 when Bill Parker travelled by train to town with him he said. “Today I 
have paid back every penny of the 15,000 pounds”. 

Bill also told us that safety dug-outs for the personnel working at the sawmills 
became compulsory after the big bush fire in 1939. A dug-out was obligatory at 
Bill Russell’s mill on the little creek running into the Black Snake about seven 
miles out from Gembrook. Time was short – it had to be completed within 20 
days, before the start of summer or the mill would have to close down.  Bill Parker 
and Bill Russell were always good friends, even though Bill Russell was 23 years 
older and when in October 1940 Bill Russell cut his foot badly with an adze and 
was incapacitated (Ern Lawless looked after the Mill during Bill Russell’s foot 
problems) he asked Bill Parker, aged 26, to construct it. Bill Parker was only too 

Ian Bennett and Bill Parker at the “Dug-Out”
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pleased to  help. He had enlisted in the Army but fortunately they could not take 
him in straight away so he was able to do the job before being called up.  

Together with “Bunny” (six feet tall and 18 stone) they built the dug out for the 
Russell Mill Number One, the big one, in 1940.  Ern Lawless gave Bill Parker the 
required specifications. Bill measured and cleared the area and scooped out the 
8 feet deep, 40 feet by 14 feet dug-out with the help of Bunny and his two horses. 
This was not an easy task as the horses were continuously unsettled by the loud 
noises from the nearby mill and frightened to walk on the loose timber planks. Mr. 
Kerman, the blacksmith, helped him with the sawn timber and poles for the walls 
and roof. Three feet of soil cover was needed for the top. The dug-out provided an 
opportunity for emergency refuge for 40 people. 

Bill Parker, who was paid £6 per week, which was more than any man was 
getting at the mill, plus the feed for his two horses, was able to complete the job 
in the time. He also put in three days breaking in a stubborn horse to work in a 
sledge, while he pulled in wood for the steam engine for the winch. Bill said that 
during this period he earned £22.00. So the dug-out was erected cheaply.

Part way through 1941 Bill was taken into the Army. Bill Russell’s mill was 
closed due to lack of labour in 1943 and was bought by the Government and sent 
up to New Guinea to mill timber for the Army there. 

Seven hundred metres, north of the mill are the remains of the Pig-sty bridge.
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Mount Beenak school no. 3764

Bill also added that his wife Lorna taught Bill and Jack Russell’s sons at Gem-
brook State School. We stopped where Mount Beenak School No. 3764 once 

stood. A ring of old pine trees signifies this site. High on a tree we discovered a 
newly erected Plaque dedicated to the school. Someone also had planted some 
new trees. 

The school was first opened in July 1912 and survived the 1926 bush fire. A 
survey had shown that 21 children of or below school age were living in the area. 
The Beenak Saw-milling Company had requested that a school be provided for 
children of school age who were living in the area. The first teacher was T O Neill, 
the last, T. Vern. The only woman teacher was Madge Huttly who taught there in 
1926. 

Bill told us that Madge Huttly lived in very cramped conditions in boarded  
accommodation. The school closed in May 1928. At least twice during the sixteen 
years of its existence, the school closed temporarily either because the teacher 
could not get board, or numbers were too small to warrant its continuance. The 
school was primitive in the extreme. It had four bare walls, which were unlined 
and the roof was part galvanised iron and part palings. The contents were just 
the essentials - a few desks, a blackboard standing on an easel, a cupboard and 
chair and table. In the cupboard were a minimum number of books, the roll and 
account books and very little else. Ink? Yes, they had ink but no chalk. The chil-
dren said that Mr. T. Vern used lumps of pipe clay. The attendances varied from 
as high as twenty-nine to a low of six. 

The school year ended with a sports gathering and picnic, which everyone for 
miles around attended.

Beenak School 1912-1928
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lawless’ Mill 

At Lawless’ Track where Lawless’ Mill had once stood, Bill told us that when he 
grew his first four acres of grass at “Belvedere” he asked Mr. Ernie Lawless 

for the loan of his team of 12 bullocks to eat the grass, as it was not allowed to go 
to seed. Ern Lawless, who was a tall, lean man with a sense of humour, brought 
his bullocks after their days’ work of pulling logs. In seven nights they ate the pad-
dock bare and Mr. Parker was paid six shillings per night.

at the sand Pit

At the disused Sand Pit on Black Snake Creek Road we heard from Bill that it 
operated to create employment during the Depression years. When most of 

the mills were closed down, due to no demand and low prices for timber, it was 
then that Bill Russell carted thousands of tons of sand on his steel line from the 
sandpit in the Black 
Snake Valley into Gem-
brook. There the sand 
was loaded into trucks 
to surface the dirt road 
most of the way from 
Cockatoo to Gembrook. 
The bus travelling on 
Cockatoo Road, which 
was in a poor state in 
those days, needed 
chains in bad weather. 
Mr. Mortison was the 
contractor for the work 
and he employed a 
lot of men who would 
otherwise have been out 
of work.  

Bill Parker told us how 35 years ago he was involved in carting sand from the 
pit to the Gembrook School for their playground, the basketball ground and for 
under the play equipment. 

When the Cardinia Dam was constructed, motor trucks shifted 15,000 tons 
of sand from the same sand pit to the dam. Bill said that the speed of the trucks 
travelling down the Black Snake Creek Road was quite frightening. After operation 
at the sand pit ceased it became a haven for motor cycles and four wheel drive 
vehicles, which destroyed the natural vegetation. In 1984-1985, when the then 
Pakenham Shire (now Cardinia Shire) was mulching trees in the Gembrook area, 
a rehabilitation plan was implemented. The area was ripped by a dozer and the 
mulch spread by Forestry workers using trailers, wheelbarrows and rakes. Barri-
ers were erected to prevent illegal access to the area. Now the Sand Pit, originally 
on both sides of Black Snake Creek Road, is re-vegetating with Hakea and Pea.

Russell’s Sand Train
Picture from “Bellbrakes Bullocks & Bushmen”
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At Camp Camphora, which once used to be a girl guide camp. Bill  told us that 
during the Depression the Government brought out men on the dole and paid 
them 6 - 7 shillings for a day’s work cutting wood. The wood was taken to Gem-
brook and then transported by Puffing Billy to Melbourne to be distributed to the 
needy. Many of these men had been white collar workers and were unused to the 
hard work. After cutting dry timber for 5½ days a week they had to walk back to 
Gembrook. There were two gangs, one under Tom Williams, the other under Bill 
Russell (see also the Tonimbuk Steel Kiln page 60).

 
MoRtiMeR’s Mill

At Mortimer Park Bill told us that this was the site of the first sawmill in the 
Gembrook area. Mortimer’s Mill operated between 1898 and 1903. The timber 

was carted by bullocks to Gembrook and Nar Nar Goon and there loaded onto 
railcars for shipment to Melbourne.

When the mill closed, Mr. Kilpatrick, who owned the farm that Bill now owns, 
bought the mill huts, dismantled them, and carted the timber up and built a 4 
roomed house, which he lived in until he sold the farm to Mr. Hilder in 1914. Bill 
Parker bought the farm in 1944 after he came out of the army and in 1950 Bill 
pulled the old house down, and used the timber for various building purposes 
including the floor of his hay shed. Timber from Mortimer’s Mill was also used to 
construct the Gembrook Ranges Hotel.  



 Page  96   

HELPING PRESERVE VICTORIA’S STATE EMBLEM

Relocating Helmeted Honeyeater Aviaries 

In 2001 the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeaters approached us for help with 
relocating some of their bird enclosures to Tonimbuk in an endeavour to improve 

the breeding habits of their birds, which for unknown reasons had declined rapidly 
in their original location in Yellingbo. Of course we agreed, but were amazed at 
the size of the cages; some 100 cubic meters for one pair of those little birds!

Bill and Lorna Parker were active participants in the 3 week venture. 

Releasing Captive-bred Honeyeaters 
into the new Tonimbuk Aviaries
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Top: The Birds felt quite at home in their new environment
              Below:  Bill and Lorna in the centre: a job well done
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A COLLAGE OF OUR 2005 HERITAGE FESTIVAL PICTURES 
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Our thanks to all the participants and the visitors. It is their volunteering spirit that 
makes the annual Kurth Kiln Heritage Festival such a popular, successful event. 
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A SPECIAL YEAR FOR BILL AND LORNA PARKER 
2004 was the year Bill and Lorna reached both their Diamond Wedding an-
niversary and their ninetieth birthdays. On Saturday 21 February 2004 the 
Parker Family invited guests to celebrate the momentous occasion in their 
St Silas’ Church in Gembrook.  

 

  

   

Bill and Lorna with their Family at the “Parker Family Gathering”

Diamond Anniversary Plate 
made by Gembrook’s Andy 
Gordon, of Robert Gordon 
Pottery
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The Parkers, 
Beth, Bill, 
Lorna and 
Judy at the 

60th wedding 
anniversary 

celebration at 
Henk and Riet 
Bouck’s place

Lorna cutting 
the Diamond

Wedding 
Anniversary

cake



 Page  102   

THE STORY OF ST SILAS’ CHURCH GEMBROOK

St Silas’ Church of England on the New Bell Consecration Day 2005

Plans to build the St Silas Church on a block of land in Main Street Gembrook 
were drawn up in 1905 and the church was built by Fred Dyson and Eddie Smith. 
The materials were bought from James Moore, Timber Merchants and Importers 
in City Road South Melbourne for the sum of £77-6-0, and shipment to Gembrook 
cost 7/6d. The material included five gothic-headed windows with Muranese 
Glass. As a link gesture, a pulpit was donated by the committee of Gembrook’s 
Union Church, established in 1879 by Dr Bromby.

In 1908 the Parkers came to live in Gembrook and began their long associa-
tion with St Silas’. The first vicar Bill remembers in about 1925, was Reverend 
Noel Danne, a big, strong six-footer who (as folk-lore has it) should have been 
behind a plough, not a pulpit. When he one night presented a moving picture 
show in the church, a furious storm came up and blew off half the roof - a judge-
ment of God, it was rumoured, against the blasphemers defiling the church! 

Bill, at the tender age of 13, was asked to help Ern Twyford nail the sheets of 
iron back on the roof. After all, he had already built a chook house when only 12!

By 1964 the church was prosperous enough to be brick-veneered, and even-
tually a modern toilet block was added. (see also Newsletter Stories page 61).
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the Bell-toweR

The Russell family were responsible for the donation of the bell tower. The story 
is that Bill Russell, a prominent Timber Mill owner and reputedly the wealthi-

est man in Gembrook at the time, went out sailing in his fishing boat with his son 
Bardie off Dromana one day, when a strong wind suddenly came up blowing them 
way out into the bay.  Bill became very worried and, being a religious man, started 
to pray for divine intervention.  A  bell-tower he promised to provide for the St 
Silas’ Church if only they could get back to land safely. Lo and behold, the wind 
eased, and Bill was able to row his boat back to Dromana.

Good to his word, the following year Bill Russell provided funding and labour to 
construct a new bell-tower complete with bell, built with iron rails from tram lines 
used at his mill, next to the church.  In an indictment of our modern times, the bell 
was stolen on the day Judy bought the church in March 1964. 

A successful application for Cardinia Shire Heritage Funding allowed for a new 
bell, bought by Judy on her Nepalese travels in the medieval quarter of Patan, to 
be installed on the bell tower, now beautifully refurbished by congregation mem-
bers Bruno Bartosch and Tom Marrow, and celebrated with a Bell Consecration 
Day on 1 October 2005, the centenary year of the church.

Bill tells us the new bell was welded in place to prevent a repeat calamity.  

Blessing of the new bell by Rev. David Chambers, on 1 October 2005
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100 yeaRs of PaRkeRs at st silas’ chuRch in GeMBRook

Judy Parker’s Address at the Service in November 2009

You have all been invited to this service to honour Bill and Lorna Parker, for 
their tireless commitment as a couple, over the six and a half decades since 

their marriage, to supporting St Silas' church here at Gembrook. 
The Parkers actually arrived in Gembrook 101 years ago, and very shortly 

Bill's parents commenced their association with St Silas'. Their roles, besides 
augmenting the congregation, included stabling the vicar's horse on his weekly 
arrival in Gembrook, providing a roast dinner to the vicar after the service (even in 
his youth Bill would cook the meal if his mother was out on her midwife calls) and 
Bill's father, a classics scholar was sought after by the vicars to engage in theo-
logical debates. 

Bill was baptised at St Silas’ (under the name of Genseric, we hope) and re-
calls his confirmation here as being March 6th, 1927. 

Only a few months later, in that same year, Bill took a day off school to assist-
ing the repair of the church roof when half of it blew off in a storm .... a worthy job 
as it has remained intact ever since! 

Throughout the 1960's, during the heyday of the church, Bill was a member of 
the St Silas' Vestry Committee. He initiated many practical financial and main-
tenance actions, including the brick veneering of the church in 1964, and in the 
same year engineering the removal of a huge pine tree threatening to fall on the 
church. 

It was Bill, my Dad, who brought the sale of the church in March 1994 to my 
notice, smoothed the way with vicars and the parish for me to purchase it, and 
insisted with the current vicar that the church not be de-consecrated. Two years 
later he wrote a chapter on the history of St. Silas' for his well known history of 
Gembrook, 'Forest to Farming'. He was also instrumental in ensuring that a mod-
ern toilet block was built onto the church several years later, and he was the one 
who realised that Heritage funding was available for the very successful restora-
tion of the bell tower in time for the centenary of St. Silas ceremony in 2005. 

And now to my mother’s dedicated involvement with St Silas’.
 When her children were young, Lorna took over as superintendent of the 

Sunday School and under her auspices it thrived for 16 years, with up to 5 teach-
ers. The highlight each year would be the anniversary concert that she would 
write including musical scores of hymns sung in parts. As a member of the Ladies’ 
Guild for decades, she initiated many fund raising schemes including annual cake 
stalls and evenings of showing of slides by her friends of their overseas trips. 
Lorna also played the organ for several decades, in fact her final time was for 
Easter Sunday in 1998. During a period of very successful inter-church Carols by 
Candlelight services, Mum would be the organist on the back of a semi-trailer! 

This service honours Bill and Lorna for their service to St. Silas’, and in recog-
nition, their grand-daughter Emma, has dreamed up and designed a banner of St. 
Silas. It is a centenary-banner, which is dedicated to Bill and Lorna, to celebrate 



                Page   105

l00 years of St Silas’ Church four years ago, and 100 years of Parker association. 
Emma and I have spent many, many hours stitching this banner. On Tom and my 
journey to Nepal in 2005 when we bought the bell for the bell tower, materials for 
the banner were also bought - the saffron and maroon cottons of the robes worn 
by the Buddhist monks, the background of raw silk, the embossed silks for the 
halo, cross and letterings, the beads from the bead market and the backing of 
Bhutanese ceremonial dress. Emma researched the iconography and the sym-
bols related to St Silas and I now hand over to her...

(for Emma Savage’s address turn to “Newsletter Stories” page 61)

Bell of cReation: sunG at the centenaRy seRvice 
    The bell of creation is swinging for ever 
In all of the things that are coming to be, 
The bell of creation is swinging for ever 
And all of the while it is swinging in me. 
Chorus: 
Swing, bell, over the land! 
Swing. bell, over the sea! 
The bell of creation is swinging for ever 
And all of the while it is swinging in me. 

    In all of my loving, in all of my labour, 
In all of the things that are coming to be, 
In all of my loving, in all of my labour, . 
And all of the while it is swinging in me. 
Chorus: 

    I look for the life that is living for ever 
In all of the things that are coming to be, 
I look for the life that is living for ever 
And all of the while it is looking for me. 
Chorus: 

    The O and the A and the end and beginning 
In all of the things that are coming to be, 
The O and the A and the end and beginning 
Are dancing for ever and dancing in me. 
Chorus: 

    I’ll swing with the bell that is swinging for ever, 
In all of the things that are coming to be, 
I’ll swing with the bell that is swinging for ever, 
And all of the while it is swinging in me. 
Chorus: 
    (Written by Sydney Carter)
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[5]  Order of Australia Medal
awarded to Bill Parker

The Friends of Kurth Kiln, with the help of Beth Parker (Bill’s eldest 
daughter) put together a recommendation for an OAM for Bill Parker and 
his achievements in his eventful life. This was approved and duly issued in 
a Presentation Ceremony at Government House on 5 October 2006. 
Some of the information documented in that recommendation is shown 
below: 

COMMUNITY SERVICE RECORD

Since returning from World War II, where he served in the Artillery in the Middle 
East and as a Commando in Queensland and the Northern Territory, Bill has 

made an outstanding contribution to community life in the Gembrook area.
A pioneer farmer in the district, he has been an active member of fourteen 

community committees and organisations in the area and served as President 
of seven of them, often for multiple terms over several years or even decades.  
Because of his major contribution to community life in the area, he is often locally 
referred to as the “Father of Gembrook”. 

1. Foundation Member of Gembrook Sub-Branch of RSL (1945 onwards)
  The Gembrook RSL Sub-Branch was established on 25 December 1945, 

the initial cohort including two Gallipoli veterans and many returnees from 
the two World Wars.

  Bill’s proudest achievement for the RSL was facilitating the restoration of 
the Gembrook Avenue of Honour on Redwood Road in Gembrook. 

  In the late 1940s Bill Russell, a local sawmill owner, businessman and 
philanthropist, organised a working bee to plant oak trees along Redwood 
Road and place wooden plaques to commemorate the 27 World War I 
volunteers from the Gembrook area.  Many years later the Shire Council 
removed the plaques and mislaid them.  

  In the late 1990s the Gembrook RSL tried unsuccessfully to have the 
plaques replaced.  Finally in 2001 Bill contacted the local Federal MP 
(Rob McLelland) and the Council CEO to organise the replacement of the 
plaques. Soon afterwards iron commemorative plaques were set in con-
crete by each tree and notice boards erected at each end of the avenue, 
Bill supplying the names of the servicemen and the wording for the notice 
boards.

2. Gembrook Committee for Assistance to Returned Soldiers (early 1950s)
  In the late 1940s this committee was established to facilitate loans to re-

turned soldiers wishing to establish themselves in business.   Bill Russell 

[5] Order of Australia Medal awarded to Bill 
Parker
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was the first president of this committee and Bill later succeeded him as 
President. These two men were appointed as interviewers to meet with 
local loan applicants and determine their suitability for receipt of loans – a 
job which they did for several years.

3. Gembrook Progress Association (1950s)
  The Gembrook Progress Association began after World War II to or-

ganise community improvements in Gembrook.  At first Bill Russell was 
President; when he resigned in the early 1950s, Bill Parker took over as 
President.

  One of their main fund-raising activities – which continued until 1956 – 
was running fortnightly picture shows in the old Gembrook Hall, with Alf 
Bennett (secretary and proprietor of the Gembrook Garage) as projection-
ist.  The money raised was used for various community projects, such as 
re-flooring the Hall.

  The Gembrook Swimming Pool Project, for which a separate committee 
was established, was a development of this group. After the disappoint-
ment of the demise of the swimming pool, the Progress Association also 
ceased operation.

4.    Gembrook Swimming Pool Committee (1950s)
  Bill was President of this committee which was established in the early 

1950s to build a public swimming pool on the Cockatoo Creek upstream 
from the point where it is crossed by the Pakenham-Gembrook road. 
Bill surveyed the site of the Pool and the Shire Engineer designed it.  In 
all Bill devoted 21 days in the mid-1950s to organising and supervising 
the construction of the Pool. Once the site had been bulldozed, 50 men, 
including three carpenters and other tradesmen, participated in working 
bees on two Sundays to box the structure and hand mix and pour the 
concrete.

  When completed, the Pool was extremely well-patronised by the Gem-
brook public over the next two summers – until a dam was built on private 
property upstream and the pool could no longer be filled from the creek.

5. Gembrook Sports Committee (early 1950s)
  Before World War II, Gembrook had hosted a major annual Sports Day 

each New Year’s Day, featuring a variety of races and competitions, 
including timber cutting, where competitors came from all over Victoria.  
This tradition was discontinued during the War.

  In the early 1950s, the Russell brothers, Bill Parker and members of the 
RSL and the Cricket Club restored this tradition.  Bill was President of 
the committee that organised the first post-war Sports Day, which was 
opened with great pomp by the Chief Justice, Sir Frederick Mann (who 
owned a property in the district).  The day was greatly enjoyed by all, but 
not reinstated as an annual tradition.
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6. Gembrook State School Committee (1951 – 1960)
  Bill Parker served as a member ot the Gembrook State School Commit-

tee for ten years while his children attended the school. He was Secretary 
from 1951-4 and President from 1955-7.

  Prior to his involvement, the school had minimal sporting facilities and 
no playground equipment.  Over the ten years of Bill’s committee mem-
bership, this situation was greatly improved. Sunday working bees were 
organised and Hec Stielow, a local carpenter, led in building outdoor 
playground equipment.

  When Bill was President, the committee Secretary, Vic Hillas, was officer-
in-charge of the Gembrook Forestry Commission.  Bill and Vic organised 
building basketball courts for the school, utilising Forestry Commission 
trucks to transport sand from a sandpit in the forest, and organising teams 
of men to load the sand and level the courts.

7. Monbulk High School Committee (1963 – 1968)
  Monbulk High School opened in 1963, and Bill’s youngest daughter was 

in the first pupil intake.  Because the inaugural Principal, Basil Moss, 
knew the Parker family through teaching the older girls at Upwey High 
School, he asked Bill to become a foundation member of the school com-
mittee.

  At that time the Education Department provided buildings for new 
schools, but no sporting facilities. The main achievement of the commit-
tee in the 1960s was to establish these, most notably a school oval.

  The committee held regular fund-raising activities, particularly an annual 
fete (which realised about £400 each year) and school dances in the  
Emerald Hall, where Bill was a bouncer. Working bees cleared bushland 
for the oval, and the school took out a loan of about  £5000 to build the 
oval.  Bill was one of three or four committee members who stood guar-
antor for the loan, a commitment which lasted several years.

8. Gembrook Centenary Committee, 1874 – 1974 (early 1970s)
  As a member of this committee, Bill acted as de facto local historian, sup-

plying invaluable background information.  However his early suggestion, 
that the celebration be held in 1973 – centenary of the original selection 
of Gembrook by the Le Souef  brothers – was overruled in favour of the 
later date of 1974, when the Ure family selected Silver Wells at North 
Gembrook.

  The Centenary celebrations drew huge crowds, and Bill regretted greatly 
that the committee had overruled another suggestion he made – to 
charge an entrance fee for activities.  Too late the rest of the committee 
realised that they had lost a golden opportunity to raise funds for commu-
nity projects!
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9.  Gembrook State School Centenary Committee, 1883 – 1983 (early 
1980s)

  Planning for this event took over 12 months, and, as an entry fee to dis-
plays and activities was charged in this case, approximately $4,500 was 
raised for school equipment.

  Bill was the Information Officer on the committee and researched the 
relevant history, while his wife, Lorna, was the Publicity Officer.  Fund-
raising events, such as dances, were held in advance. On the centenary 
weekend, displays and exhibits were organised in the school buildings; a 
public procession was held through the town; and there were two evening 
dances in the Hall.

10. Gembrook Park Committee (1950s)
  The Gembrook Park consists of 60 acres of natural bush adjoining 

Cockatoo Creek adjacent to the township. Prior to World War II, Park 
maintenance was paid for by the proprietors of the Ranges Hotel and the 
Gembrook store, as the Park was a drawcard for the many tourists who 
made day or weekend excursions to Gembrook on Puffing Billy. 

  After World War II, a committee, chaired by Bill Russell, was established 
to maintain the Park.  After five years Bill Russell nominated Bill Parker 
(who had been a committee member during that time) to take over as 
Chairman, a position he also held for five years.

  The committee organised regular Sunday morning working bees to clear 
the walking tracks and control infestations of blackberries and other 
weeds. However, after ten years, committee membership began to de-
cline and community support waned.

  At that point Bill Parker and the Secretary, Warren Parsons, decided to 
approach the Shire Council to take over responsibility for Park mainte-
nance.  The councillors of the local riding did not support the application. 
So the Chairman and Secretary approached the Lands Department, who 
intervened and arranged transfer of responsibility for the Park to the Shire 
Council.

11. St Mark’s Anglican Parochial Council, Emerald (early 1970s)
  The Parker family had been staunch members of St Silas’ Church, 

Gembrook, since they settled in the district in 1908. Even as a teenager, 
Bill had assisted in replacing the church roof when it was damaged by a 
storm in 1927. From the 1950s, Bill, his wife, Lorna, and their children had 
been active and supportive members of the congregation. 

  For decades, Tom Russell and Ern Twyford had been the Gembrook rep-
resentatives on the Parochial Council at Emerald.  When Mr Twyford died 
in 1972, Bill was requested to take his place, which he did for the next two 
or three years.  The Council held monthly evening meetings to oversee 
parish finances, maintenance of buildings and similar matters.
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12.  Cockatoo Bush Nursing Centre Establishment and Management Commit-
tee (1960–1972)

   This was probably the most substantial and significant community project 
with which Bill was associated.

  In the late 1950s a number of local residents, led by Albert and Mabel 
Quick of Cockatoo, felt that the Upper Dandenong Ranges needed a 
nursing centre. In 1959 the Quicks approached the local member, George 
Knox, to call a public meeting to gauge support for the project.  Bill and 
Lorna Parker attended this meeting to represent Gembrook.  An interim 
committee was formed; in 1960 Bill was approached to join the subse-
quent full committee, with Mabel Quick as the first President.

  The Bush Nursing Association was contacted and agreed to build a Bush 
Nursing Centre in Cockatoo, provided the committee raised a specified 
sum (several thousand pounds), which the BNA would supplement. It 
took the committee four years to raise the sum.  This they did through 
organising regular fund-raising events, such as fetes and dances. They 
also opened an Op Shop in an old warehouse on a corner of the Council 
block where the Centre was later built.  This provided a steady source of 
income.  In a new building, the Op Shop still operates today.

  When the money was raised, the committee called for quotes to build the 
Centre – a clinic with a two-bedroom nurse’s residence attached – which 
cost over £16,000. The local Council donated the land in the main street 
of Cockatoo. The BNA supplied the nurse, medical equipment and a car 
for the nurse’s use for home visits etc. When the Centre was completed in 
1964, it was opened by the Governor, Sir Rohan Delacombe.

  Mrs Quick resigned as President in 1963 and Bill took over as President 
for the next three years, so his contribution was pivotal in the actual build-
ing and establishment of the Centre. Once the Centre was opened, the 
committee continued to oversee its operations. Monthly meetings were 
held in the Centre for this purpose, with the nurse joining the committee 
for the second half of the meeting.

  Between 1964 and 1966, three or four successive nurses were appointed 
by the BNA.  All performed well in the very demanding job, but moved on 
to other positions after some time. However in 1966, Bill, as President of 
the Committee, had the unpalatable task of having to sack an unsatisfac-
tory nurse.  She then appealed to the Nurses’ Union, which threatened 
to sue Bill. However she was persuaded to personally visit the Union’s 
headquarters, where she agreed to resign, as she was obviously  psycho-
logically unsuited to the position.  Subsequently the BNA sent an excel-
lent candidate, Sister Armstrong, to be interviewed by the Committee.  
She was appointed and remained at the Centre for many years, ultimately 
heading a team of 3 or 4 nurses.

  Bill resigned as President in 1966, but remained on the committee until 
1972, a total of 12 years (as did his wife, Lorna). In 1972 there was a 
movement to transfer responsibility for the Centre from the BNA to local 
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government.  Renamed the Mountain District Community Centre, it was 
linked to other community health centres in Pakenham Shire. It is now 
operated by Southern Health in Cardinia Shire. Bill was appointed a Life 
Governor of the Mountain District Community Health Service in 1979, and 
has often since been a guest speaker at Centre functions.

 
13. Gembrook Cemetery Trust (1958 – Present)
  The Gembrook Cemetery Committee consists of six Trustees and other 

committee members, including a secretary.  After World War II, the 
Trustees were appointed on a denominational basis: two Anglicans, two 
Catholics and two Protestants.  In 1958 one of the Anglican Trustees 
resigned when he left the district and Bill replaced him. Consequently Bill 
has been a Trustee of the Gembrook Cemetery for the last 47 years.

  In recent years Bill has offered to resign because of his advanced age, 
but the committee has urged him to remain, valuing his experience and 
knowledge of local history.  For example, recently he has been able to 
supply archival information on the location of the former (old) Gembrook 
cemetery and the larger area originally proposed for the current (new) 
cemetery to support a submission requesting access to Crown Land to 
enlarge the current cemetery.

  Trustees are responsible for the upkeep of the cemetery, including the 
grave plots, memorial wall and memorial vault (the latter two built  
during Bill’s time as Trustee), as well as facilitating burials.  In addition to 
monthly meetings, the Cemetery Committee holds periodic working bees 
on Sunday mornings to assist with cemetery upkeep.  The Gembrook 
Cemetery has a reputation among undertakers as the best-kept and most 
beautiful cemetery in the Dandenong Ranges. A trustee must be present 
at all burials in the cemetery.  In the 1980s, Bill was the responsible Trus-
tee for most burials in the Gembrook Cemetery (usually one per month).

14. Friends of Kurth Kiln Committee (1999 – Present)

Additional Community Services
In addition, as a volunteer Bill has kept rainfall data for Melbourne Water for 

over fifty years – for which he was honoured with a Centenary Medal in 2001.
In the 1980s, in their seventies, he and his faithful wife, Lorna, collected for the 

Salvation Army Annual Appeal for eight years, and were presented with a certifi-
cate recognising their efforts.

Finally, Bill is widely respected as Gembrook’s local historian.  In the 1980s 
and 1990s, he and Lorna spent many years researching the history of Gem-
brook in the State Archives. Having spent all his life, except the war years, in the 
Gembrook area, Bill has a most amazing store of memories of the district and is 
a most entertaining raconteur.  All this information and store of interesting tales 
constituted his book of local history – Genseric Parker  - “Forest to Farming,  
Gembrook: an early history” published in 1995.
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AUSTRALIA DAY AWARD 

Beth, Bill and Lorna Parker at the Shire of Cardinia Cultural Centre in Pakenham
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extRact fRoM the GoveRnMent list of oaM ReciPients

Mr Genseric (Bill) PARKER, 65 Parker Road, Gembrook Vic 3783
• For service to the community of Gembrook through recording local history 

and through a range of civic, sporting, heritage and health groups.
• Local historian; author of “Forest to Farming, Gembrook: an early history”.
• Member, Gembrook Cemetery Trust, since 1958.
• Chairman, Gembrook Public (Bushland) Park, appointed in early 1960s; 

Member, Management Committee, appointed 1950; continues his involve-
ment to date through advice to the 'Friends of Gembrook Park'.

• Committee Member, Friends of Kurth Kiln Inc, since 1999: Founding Mem-
bers; Kurth Kiln is a site associated with the former Forests Commission of 
Victoria; erected during WWII to produce charcoal for gas producer units it 
supplied an alternative source of fuel for cars and trucks.

• Member, Gembrook Centenary Committee, early 1970s.
• Volunteer rain gauge observer, for over 50 years.
• Member, St Mark's Anglican Parochial Council, Emerald, early 1970s.
• Member, Establishment and Management Committee, (former) Cockatoo 

Bush Nursing Centre (renamed the Mountain District Community Centre), 
1960-1972; President, 1963-1966; Life Governor, 1979.

• Committee Member, Monbulk High School, 1963-1968.
• Member, Gembrook Sub-Branch, Returned and Services League of 

Australia, since 1946; Auditor, (elected 1952, a number of years service); 
also served as President of the Gembrook Committee for Assistance to 
Returned Soldiers, early 1950s.

• President, Gembrook Progress Association, early 1950s.
• Committee memberships to the local swimming pool, park and sports.
• Award include:  Centenary Medal, 2001.
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Dr Ernest Edgar Kurth and his Kiln

    

    Bill’s finishing touches to the 
    new Fence
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Appendix A

[A] THE FRIENDS OF KURTH KILN PHILOSOPHY STATEMENT 

Kurth Kiln is at the Centre of the Kurth Kiln Regional Park, which is managed 
by PARKS VICTORIA, and the FRIENDS OF KURTH KILN is a group of 

volunteers under Parks Victoria, committed to the preservation of the kiln-site, 
the improvement of its facilities and to promote greater public awareness of its 
cultural heritage significance.

To this end it is our intention to 

• conduct research into the history of the site, its construction and its 
 purpose, as well as the kiln’s designer Professor Kurth, for whom the 
 kiln – and his patented design for it – formed a large part of his life.
• to collect, collate and make accessible to the public the history of Kurth
 Kiln in poster and book form. 
• restore the kiln and ancillary equipment where feasible and create a
 functional display of the historic artefacts, together with typical fauna 
 and flora exhibits. 
• develop the natural bush setting with sign-posted walking tracks 
 along Tomahawk Creek
• improve the picnic and amenities facilities at the site.

The help of experts in the respective fields will be enlisted and the involvement 
of supportive business will be encouraged where appropriate.

It is proposed to encourage public tours of the site and to hold a major annual 
event to give continuing purpose and motivation to the group and to widen public 
awareness of our activities.

     Dated 05 April 1999 –  Alfred Klink
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Appendix B
[B]  OUR FIRST GOVERNMENT FUNDING APPLICATION 

To Parks Victoria Grants Program   29 July 1999
35 Whitehorse Road
DEEPDENE 3103    telephone 13 1963

Dear Sir,    Application for Start-Up Grant

We enclose our Application for a Start-Up Grant with Parks Victoria.
The “Friends of Kurth Kiln” is a newly incorporated group concerned with the 

preservation of this unique Kiln structure, both for its Heritage value and for the 
historic significance of the Kiln and its environment. Our committee is following 
through with initiated national heritage listing and with collecting historic infor-
mation for presentation to the public. In making these facilities and the historic 
facts accessible to the people it is hoped to attract more visitors and raise public 
awareness of its significance.

Money from the Start-Up Grant will be used to cover expenses with 

● Incorporation
● Printing of Letterhead and Brochures
● Printing of Promotional Material
● Preparation for Inaugural Event (Launch Festivity)

Our Committee of Management has regular monthly meetings and is promot-
ing members’ activities in working bees on and around the site, as well as raising 
public awareness of the Kiln’s historic value. 

We are cultivating contacts with other Friends Groups in the area as well as 
tourism possibilities with Puffing Billy Railways. Several of our members are also 
members of local organisations/clubs presently using the Kurth Kiln Picnic Ground 
and Park facilities. 

We are working closely with the Victoria Parks Gembrook Office, and the local 
Ranger in Charge. Representatives from the office frequently attend our meet-
ings. We are grateful for their informed advice, guidance and assistance.

Under separate cover the Friends of Kurth Kiln have also applied for project 
funding to improve facilities at the site. It is hoped that restoration of functional 
historic displays and the installation of Information/Interpretation Boards will at-
tract increasing numbers of visitors to Kurth Kiln Park.

With kind regards,
 
Alfred Klink, Secretary          {The application was successful}



 Page  118   

Appendix C
[C]  OUR FIRST PRIVATE FUNDING APPLICATION

To BP Australia Ltd             19 July 1999
360 Elizabeth Street
MELBOURNE  Victoria 3000 

Dear Sir,      Renewable Energy

Would your company be interested in supporting a project to promote greater 
awareness in renewable resources? We have an historic site near Gembrook, 
within tourism distance from the Puffing Billy Railway terminal, which we feel has 
the right potential. 

It is an experimental charcoal kiln, developed in the early 1940s by a Profes-
sor Kurth, to investigate gas production from wood. We enclose a copy of our 
publicity pamphlet for your perusal. Parks Victoria are providing the picnic ground 
facilities in a natural bush setting.

The Friends of Kurth Kiln are a newly incorporated body of people under the 
auspices of Parks Victoria, concerned with the preservation of this historic site. 
Our aim is to attract funding and sponsorship for the restoration of existing equip-
ment to working condition, the installation of suitable new items as exhibits on 
site, and the development of facilities to attract tourism to the area. It is our hope 
this will promote greater public awareness of its historic value.

We intend to build our theme on the site’s natural background in energy pro-
duction from renewable resources, with:

• restoration of an old car Gas Generator 
• restoration of a small Waterwheel
• develop a Solar Energy display
• develop a Wind Generator section
• Gravity driven Water Pump and Purification section

 These models, together with the impressive original kiln structure will make 
a nice exhibition centre, and should give the visitors a comprehensive picture of 
man’s quest for living with nature.

Does your organisation feel inclined to be associated with this project? Your 
involvement in its development could be with Technical Expertise, Finance, Goods 
or Services.  We feel the project has possibilities and would welcome the opportu-
nity to discuss them further with you. 

An early reply would be appreciated  

With kind regards,

Alfred Klink,  Secretary  {This application was not successful}
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Appendix D
Copy of letter sent by Bill Parker to authorities to bring the problems of 
motor-bikes in the Park to their attention:

[D]  LETTER TO THE OFFICER IN CHARGE PARKS VICTORIA
14/1/2001  objecting to the noise of the bikies in the Bunyip State Park.

Dear Sir,
 

I wish to express my displeasure and annoyance at the high level of noise the 
motor bikes make of a weekend as they ride close to our boundary with the 

Bunyip State Park. 

Our fence line along the boundary of the park is a mile long and the fence, 
put up at our own expense, consists of a strainer post every five chains, steel 
posts eleven feet apart and five barbed wires. When it was erected, the bikies 
made a track alongside it where possible and often where they were blocked by 
a log, they would cut the five wires of the fence to get around it. In no time there 
were gutters a foot deep with much erosion. On one occasion, a 4-wheeled drive 
vehicle, when bogged in a steep gully, actually moved over onto the fence and 
flattened two chains of it, in order to gain traction for its wheels. 

After repeated complaints to the local Parks office with no results, I wrote to 
Joan Kirner, Minister for Conservation at the time. In response, she sent up to the 
Head of the Forests Commission in charge of this area and I showed them the 
trouble spots. He had the access tracks closed, but this did not put a stop to them 
as they just went round the blockages! However, a very good bushman, a former 
tree feller for the mills, Lionel (Butch) Reid, a good friend of mine, was employed 
by the Forests Commission and I got him to fell several well-branched trees over 
the trouble spots at both ends of our boundary. That stopped them! Since then the 
tracks have re-vegetated with the natural scrub and the only evidence is the deep 
wheel marks. 

I notice that, when laying baits for wild dogs and foxes, you keep a certain 
distance from private land adjoining the Park so as to protect pets. I believe the 
same consideration should be shown to the care of human beings who also adjoin 
the Park. I would suggest all tracks and roads, for several hundred metres from 
neighbours' properties should be closed. 
 Genseric (Bill) Parker

                (This letter was successful )
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