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Torquay Museum Without Walls is 
a proud volunteer-run organization. 
In publishing History Matters 
our volunteers do everything 
from research, writing, editing, 
photography and page layouts. Each 
edition also includes contributions 
of stories and photography from 
supporters of our work.

We are very grateful for  the 
support of our  sponsors identified 
opposite and those  who contribute 
in any way to the magazine.

Volunteers play an important role in 
the operation of our history group. 
They work in a variety of areas 
including research, filing, data 
entry, collections management, 
photography and working with 
community groups.

VOLUNTEER WITH US: We 
welcome new people and you don’t 
have to be an expert in history. A 
friendly attitude and willingness to 
join in is all you need.
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Bells Beach has become a mecca for modern surfers who want 
to take their shot at the famous wave. The Rip Curl Pro at Easter 
is the world’s longest running contest, and the prized bell is the 
most sought after trophy on the WSL tour. Stories abound about 
the first surf pioneers who found their way to the beach almost 70 
years ago.

Peter Troy claims in his book, “To The Four Corners Of the World,” 
that “he first negotiated the rutted cliff top track to Bells in the 
sidecar of Owen Yateman’s AJS motorcycle in 1949-1950”. Yatey 
explained in an interview with John Witzig that “getting out to Bells 
on motorbikes was not so much of a problem but getting out there 
with a giant wooden board was more of a challenge, and we would 
mostly take ‘surfo’ mats and ride them”. He remembers some 
blokes would row a surfboat around and others who would paddle 
around on their boards. Yatey claimed it was risky because if your 
hollow board hit the rocks, it would break open and kept you out 
of the surf while it was repaired.

Michael Gordon in his book ”Bells, the beach, the surfers, the contest” maintains that before 1956 there was not a lot 
of interest in going around to Bells. But when the Americans demonstrated shorter boards at Torquay as part of the 
Olympics, things changed dramatically. These boards were lighter, shorter, more manoeuvrable Malibu-style boards 
made from Balsa wood and covered with fibreglass.  The waves at Bells were perfectly suited to the new boards, and 
there was an eager bunch of young surfers doubly keen to find a better way out there to try them.  

There were three ways to access Bells before 1960. The first was via the old Cobb and Co track that ran along the cliff 
tops at Jan Juc, turned inland before the dip near Steps and headed towards Bellbrae then on to Anglesea. There was 
a graded track running off the Anglesea Road down to Point Addis; this gave access to an old bombing range used 
during the war years. Those in the know could find the track that led to the old paint mines in the Ironbark basin. A 
bit of bush bashing was required and a drive over the bank of the big dam, but it would bring you out at the top of 
Southside. All that was left from there was a scramble down to the beach. The second access track was mostly used by 
motorbikes and continued on from the Cob and Co track, down and up the gully and over a rocky tee tree area to the 
creek and sand. The third way into Bells was to obtain permission 
from the local landowner that gave you easy access to the cliff tops. 
The McNaughton boys, who were also surfers had convinced their 
father, Robert, to buy the land and Addiscot homestead, in the early 
’50s and they enjoyed an easy ride to the beach with their boards 
loaded on the back of an old tray truck they could drive along the 
gully virtually onto the beach.  By 1959, Bells had grown in popularity 
with the majority of the newcomers taking the most direct route, 
driving along the old coach track and leaving the car at the dip and 
walking in. The new lighter board not proving as difficult to carry as 
the old wooden ones. 

Col Blunt was a regular visitor to Torquay as a boy in the 1950s as 
his parents had a holiday house at the end of Park Lane. He became 

By Colin Blunt 
Introduction Chris Barr

Cutting the track from Jan Juc to Bells Beach, probably for the 
first time, in 1960

Col Blunt first came to Torquay in the 1950s and was 
in the crowd that watched the Olympic carnival on 
the beach in 1956. Like most of his mates at the 
time, Maurie Raynor, Peter Troy, Terry Wall, Peter 
Hayden and Ed Beacham. He was bitten but the 
surfing bug. 

 Col  recently shared with us his tale of  finding his 
way out to Bells Beach via the old Cobb and Co 
track.

Cutting THE 
BELLS TRACK Bells Track in the 1960s - Photo  Barrie SutherlandLeft photo: Checking the Bell's swell by John Witzig

Bells Track used part of the old Cobb & Co track.
Photo Yvonne Sumner
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cliff top toward Bells until I came to an area of low, (up to 
knee height) very windswept gum trees which ran North 
& South, from cliff edge to fence line. There was no way 
past this point. I walked the rest of the way to the cliff top 
above Bells, noting that there was not much in the way 
between the surf and the gum tree blockage.

Following my tracks back to Torquay, I got to thinking how 
easy it would be to cut a track through those gums, lop a 
couple of branches off trees that existed between there & 
Bells & presto! We would have a track (though very rough) 
from the Torquay side. I arrived back in Torquay and I went 
to see Brian Trist at his camp down on the creek. I coerced 
him to come back with me to see what he thought of the 
idea. Brian thought it was a very doable project and worth 
a try. We gathered together some surfing mates, Dennis 
Ryan, Brian Lowdon, and Al Reid, Armed with mattocks, 
picks, bushman’s saws, spades and shovels we headed 

back my car and Tristy’s VW Kombi van. In a very short 
time all obstacles were removed and a way was opened 
to access Bells from the Torquay side.

On the way back to Torquay we stopped off at Joey 
Sweeney’s house at Jan Juc and related to him the story of 
what we had done. He was excited at the thought of not 
having to drive all the way around any more.

The following weekend, we were sitting around TSLC 
Captain Neil Inglis’ camp and Joey turned up. He explained 
that during the week he had taken the council contractor, 
Lance Altman, who was re-grading all the Jan Juc roads at 
the time, out to the track. Joe discussed the possibility of 
grading the track for better access and got a price from 

him for the job but Joe went on to say the price he got 
was only relevant whilst Lance was still on site in Jan Juc, 
and that the roadwork was almost done. Lance suggested 
Joe get some blokes to put in to cover the cost and he 
could grade the track before he moved on to another job. 
Needing the money in a hurry Joe asked some blokes to 
put in (something like 5 to 10 pound each) to cover the 
cost. Joe said he already had some but needed more to 
make it happen, and that as it was a substantial amount, 
he would endeavour to collect money from other surfers 
to reimburse some of the funds that the original ten had 
laid out. I know that Neil Inglis & I contributed that original 
amount each; I have no direct knowledge of who the other 
eight were but suspect that our original track makers were 
fully involved.

The next thing I knew was that the track was in. I took 
great delight in driving to Bells on it, and that once our bit 

was done Joey got into it and organised the grading etc. 
This has been well & truly recorded in various places.

The other delight is that parts of that original track still 
exit today, with the road from the Bells Beach monument 
close to the gully. I note that the walking track to Bells still 
takes the inland diversion to reduce the depth of the gully, 
possibly taking my old route.

Ken Pollard in his book, “The history of the Torquay Surf 
Lifesaving Club” adds to this story saying that Joe obtained 
permission from the Shire engineer of the Barrabool Shire, 
Ron Spence, to upgrade the track. The grader uprooted 
stones, grass tussocks and small trees and spread the 
rough gravelly soil into an even tack. The work cost Joe 

mates with many other summer visitors in the Torquay 
caravan park and joined the Torquay Surf Lifesaving club 
where he became Chief Instructor. When Col finished 
school, he joined the family real estate firm, and this 
afforded him a prized possession in the day - a car. Having 
a car allowed him to travel around the coast exploring the 
surf spots, always loaded up with his non-mobile mates. 
On summer evenings at the campsites, discussions were 
frequently held about finding a track to Bells to avoid the 
long drive around to the Pt. Addis Road, or taking the long 
walk from Jan Juc.

Now in his seventies, Col’s shares his story about his 
involvement of opening the 
track to Bells in 1960.

COL BLUNT'S STORY

 

Getting from Torquay to 
Bells Beach when surfers 
first surfed it in the late 

fifties, usually involved coming in from the Anglesea road, 
entering near the current Jarosite Road and coming along 
the ridge of the Ironbark Gully to eventually finish up above 
Southside. After parking on the cliff on the south 
western end of Bells, we would take a short walk 
through the scrub until we finally saw the surf. 
The track was rough and tough and took a toll 
on cars; it wrecked one of mine and took the 
bottom out of Brian Trists’. It was quite a trek, 
but the surf at the end made it worthwhile. We 
tended to surf regardless of conditions after the 
effort of getting there.

If you were fortunate to go with Peter Troy, he 
was allowed to go through the McNaughton 
property. This gave you the privilege of finishing 
near the creek running into the beach at Bells. 
A few tried this but alas, they but did not shut 
gates and this cruelled it for others.

There were many reasons to find an easier 
option. Jan Juc was close, but an existing track 
heading towards Bells finished overlooking a 
gully near Steps, which seemed impassable. The 
gully was the problem as it was steep and any 
cars that had tried usually had the sump ripped 
out, or got bogged in the thick wet clay. The gully 
seemed impassable.

This is my story, bashing the way through leading 
to Joe Sweeney getting the bulldozer to create 

the original track along the cliff tops:

“One Sunday morning when the ocean was dead flat, for 
something to do, I decided to check out whether there 
was a way around the steep & wide gully that brought the 
existing track from Jan Juc along the cliff top westward 
towards Bells to a dead end, & which everyone had said 
there was no way around. (The sketch shows the route I 
took in my first Holden). 

I followed the old Cobb and Co track through Jan Juc. 
I left that existing track at the top of the very steep 
hill, on the western side of the gully which led down to 
some fisherman’s steps to the beach, then cut across in 
a northerly –inland – direction, to the fence line which I 
followed to the top of that blocking gully, the bottom 
of which was very wet at that point. I decided that with 
enough momentum I might get through and head up to 
the fence line on the other side, where it headed back 
South – back towards the ocean. Along this fence line, the 
ground had a fair slope back down into the gully, but it 
was ok to drive on, although I did think it might become a 
bit tricky if it was wet. At the point where the fence turned 
west towards Bells, (a very off camber corner) there 
was a stand of trees. There was a way through them so 
I turned westward & continued on across the tussocky 

Joe Sweeney's Ledger detailing those who 
contributed to the cost of the grader.
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£32. 

The track certainly opened up Bells Beach rapidly to more 
surfers. Over the years, with the elements creating steady 
erosion and increasing traffic, particularly during the 
winter months causing large furrows, the track became 
quite an adventure to negotiate. There are no doubt the 
’60s put Bells Beach firmly on the map as the 
surfing mecca in Australia.

Source:

Col Blunt Interview

“Bells, the beach, the surfers, the contest” Michael 
Gordon

“To The Four Corners of the World” The Lost 
Journals of Peter Troy  Brendan McAloon

“History of the Torquay Surf Lifesaving Club”  Ken 
Pollard 

 

The eager waiting for farmer to open gate so 
they can access the Bells Track.

Judging first Bells Contest, L to R  'Midget' Farrelly, Dennis (Denny) Keogh, Peter Troy
Photo Barrie Sutherland/Col Blunt

‘Midget’ Farrelly (left) dropping in on Bryan Hayden
Photo Barrie Sutherland/Col Blunt

Wilsons Promontory, summer 1963: 
(L to R) Terry Wall, Brian ‘Kanga’ Lowdon, Jeff Watt, Eddie Beacham, Brian Poynton

Photo Barrie Sutherland/Col Blunt

Listen to Col describe how the Bells Track 
was created.📽

https://torquayhistory.com/creating-the-bells-track/

https://torquayhistory.com/creating-the-bells-track/
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REMEMBERING 
'BOONG'
John ‘Boong’ Robinson who first came to Torquay in the 
1970s passed away in the early days of the New Year 2019. 
On a summer Saturday afternoon, in a tranquil spot in the 
bush in Jan Juc, friends gathered to remember him.

John was a Hampton boy and began surfing in the local 
area in his early teens. He was drawn to the surf in Torquay 
while he was still a schoolboy.  He and  his mates  Fledge 
(Greg Hill) and Iggy (Iglisch Rosi) and  Little Charlie (Charlie 
Irving) would pore over surf mags  instead of science 
books  and would convince some of the older Brighton 
crowd to give them a lift down on weekends. 

In the early 70s Fledge, and Boong headed to the coast 
with enough money in their pockets to stay for some 
months. These were the halcyon days for surf in Torquay, 
as the World Titles were scheduled for May and the 
world’s best  surfers were drifting in and out of town in 
the lead up months. 

The boys found themselves living at Springside for 5 
months. Springside was a century old house sheltering 

amongst the trees, on an acre in Rudd Avenue, just a 
hundred metres from the pub. It became a mecca for 
wandering surfers, artists, musicians and assorted 
creative souls in Torquay in the early 70s.  When they 
looked up from the pages of their surf magazine, they 
found their idols sitting in the lounge room. Nat Young,  
Keith Paul , Rolf Arness , Bob Mc Tavish etc were all visitors. 

Boong and Fledge decided that they were not to be city 
boys and as soon as they could they made the move to 
live in Torquay. 

This time their haven would be  ‘The Rock’, named after 
their favourite surf break. The little fibro house they 
rented for $10.00 a week was in Empire Avenue, about as 
close as you could get at the time to the Jan Juc breaks. 
They had uncrowded mid week waves to themselves. 

At the old bakery in Boston Road the beginnings of Ripcurl 
were being created and this became  a headquarters of 
sorts - with surfers naturally gravitating to the scene.  The 
boys were drawn there and picked up a bit of work. For a 
couple of young surfers, these were the best days of their 
lives. 

Friends from the time remember Boong as  a larrikin ,a 
good surfer, funny, witty,  confident and charismatic, but 
he had a sensitive side.  

He was  a knockout in the seventies, tall and dark, a drop 
dead  smile and with  masses of black curly hair  that gave 
him his  nickname.    He loved the music of  The Eagles,  
Bob Marley, Hendrix,  the Moody Blues  and  the poetry 
of Bob Dylan,

 The seventies were a time of risk-taking, sadly life went 
on to provide many challenges for Boong, but on that 
beautiful Sunday it was a moving and tranquil farewell to 
an old mate. 

At the first Puebla Township sales in of Section 1 on 10 July 
1888, Charles H Swift an agent from Geelong purchased a 
number of allotments, including Lot 1, Section 1. He later 
sold the property in 1893 to Robert Willey, of “Avondale”, 
East Bellarine, the son of a successful onion farmer near 
Portarlington. Over time Willey acquired a substantial 
property portfolio in the Puebla township and in the 
adjoining Spring Creek Estate. In 1918 he subdivided some 
of the allotments creating the “Whilley’s Paddocks” Estate 
which he sold at auction that year. The original Lot 1 was 
now subdivided into sections 4, 5, 6. These subdivisions 
changed hands a few times in a short time. During 1919, 
Thomas Floyd Pescud purchased Lot 5 from Elizabeth Price 
for £45 and Lot 6 from John Harcombe of Melba House for 
£50. 

In the following year 1919-20, the father and son builders, 
Sam and Bert Howes, constructed the butcher's shop and 
associated outbuildings using hand-made concrete blocks 
manufactured by David Berryman and Thomas Pescud. 
During the construction, Sam and Bert Howes stayed at 
the "Two Bays" guesthouse. 

It appears that the works had been completed by 1920 
as the South Barwon Shire Rate Books for that year list a 
"shop" owned by Thomas Floyd Pescud, butcher of Market 
Square, Geelong. 

In 1924, the Rate Books listed John Wilson Pescud as the 
occupier of the shop while in the following year, 1925, 
Thomas Pescud was again owner and occupier of a "house 
and butcher's shop". In 1928-29, the butcher's shop was 
occupied by Henry James Jennings. The South Barwon 
Rate Books listed a Mrs Elvie Finnegan at this address in 
1950-51, the property then being identified as the Estate 
of Thomas Pescud. In 1952-53, the property was leased 
to Mack and Paine, drapers of Geelong, the owner being 
Thomas Pescud of 163 Royal Parade, Parkville. He appears 
to have been the son of the late Thomas Pescud Senior. Mr 
Mac sold goods from house to house before opening this 
shop at Torquay. Miss Paine travelled to Torquay each day 
from Geelong by bus to run the shop.

In the 1960s the shop was taken over by Paddy Morgan 
who manufactured and sold surf boards from there.

Sources:
Rowe, D (2009) Surf Coast Shire Heritage Study Stage 2B
South Barwon Rate Books
Photo Louise Leighton

old 
butcher's
shop

CHRIS BARR
CHERYL BAULCH
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CHRIS BARR

IT WAS
50 YEARS AGO

This year one of our homegrown surf companies will celebrate 50 
years.  A wonderful achievement and worth celebrating!

The late 1960s were a time of great change.  These were turbulent 
times. We were glued to our televisions to watch Neil Armstrong 
walk on the moon,  the Vietnam war was raging, and many 
Australians were protesting our involvement. The Beatles topped 
the music charts with “Come Together”, and here in the tiny village 
of Torquay, Doug (Claw) Warbrick and Brian Singer hatched a plan 
to launch a little surf company called Rip Curl. 

Brian and Claw started making surfboards in a shed in Jan Juc.  As 
the popularity of surfing grew, they saw the need to develop an 
Australian made wetsuit to keep out the cold, and allow surfers 
to stay out in the water during the cold winter months. They quit Si
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their jobs and moved to Torquay permanently with fingers 
crossed and hopes high,  planning to make enough money 
to keep the wolves from the door and keep surfing.  
Maintaining the surfing lifestyle was key to their future. 

Rip Curl took over the old bakery in Boston Road. They set 
up surfboard making in the front shop, with foam boards 
propped up to be planed and shaped. They filled the old 
bread ovens with tins of resin and coloured powder for 
tinting.  Locals visiting Nairn’s Dairy across the road raised 
their eyebrows as the fence was painted orange and 
green by long-haired surfers. Panel vans lined the streets, 
and the local beaches were renamed Tubes, Boobs and 
Winkipop. 

They raised both 
eyebrows when they 
realised it all shut 
down when the surf 
was up.

The making of 
wetsuits began in the 
old house behind the 
shop.

The boys sourced old pre World War 2 sewing machines, 
drew up some designs and went into production. The 
house became the office, the sewing room and the cutting 
room. It was an unorthodox start for a new business, but 

then I guess much of what Rip Curl has done has been 
unorthodox and innovative. The boys soon gathered a 
crew of young locals, draft dodgers, hippies, a few Hare 
Krishna’s and surfers and taught them how to cut, glue 
and sew wetsuits.  Wandering artists designed labels, 
logos, stickers and ads for surf magazines.   Brian and 
Claw ran their fledgeling business under the by - line,  
“made by surfers for surfers”, something they have used 
as a mantra over the 50 years. 

Many surfers found themselves caught up in the new 
adventure and many were drawn to our little town 
because of it.  John “Sparrow” Pyburne learnt to cut the 

rubber, became a talented wetsuit 
designer and remained with the 
company all his career.  After 
50 years he is now a local.  Gary 
Crothall would deliver rubber 
pieces on the front of his bicycle to 
gluers around town working from 
home.  He graduated to customer 
service and also joined the locals 
and had worked at Rip Curl for 50 
years before his retirement. 

Ray Thomas was the butcher’s son from Beach Road, 
who was sick of riding the school bus into Geelong every 
morning, and jumped at the opportunity to forge a career 
in wetsuit production. 

In 1969 Torquay was a very 
small coastal hamlet with 
a permanent population 
of just over 1000 people  
when a couple of lads 
decided to have a go at 
making surfboards and 
wetsuits  in the old bakery 
in Boston Road.  They 
started a little company 
called Ripcurl.  The local 
fishermen, farmers  and 
townspeople who were here 
at the time, would never 
have guessed  that in 50 
years time it would grow 
into a half a billion dollar 
international brand.

First Rip Curl wetsuit sewing machine
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We don’t see much of Ray these days as he has been 
based in Thailand overseeing the Rip Curl wetsuit factory 
based there. 

Sybil Stock, the local haberdasher, was approached by the 
boys to help with the sewing. Sybil set up the billiard room 
in her home in Bristol Rd as a sewing centre, working on an 
old Singer 1910 arm machine.  Many locals became expert 
at glueing seams and applying decals. There was never a 
shortage of product testers.  One of the first suits Sybil 
made was for the local publican’s son,  John Pawson, who 
was rising fast through the ranks of  Junior Champions.  

Although the goings on at the old bakery looked like 
more fun than work, Brian and Claw knew they were 
onto something and by 1973 Rip Curl was the market 
leader in Australia. It was in that year that Brian and Claw 
approached Stan Couper at the Australian Surfriders’ 
Association, who ran the Bells Beach Easter Surf Contest 
and offered a prize purse. Stan supported the introduction 
of professionalism in the sport, and his support turned 
the longest running surf contest in the country into  
Australia’s first professional event. That contest and the 
modest prize was won by the legendary Michael Peterson. 

When Ripcurl opened their new factory on Geelong Road 
in 1975 (where the medical centre is now) Nancy Milliken 
took charge of the sewing room. Nancy was always so 
reliable and committed; she had worked behind the bar 

at Pawson’s pub for many years and knew everyone by 
name. She greeted everyone with a smile and was one of 
the real characters of our town.

George Keyes was the delivery van driver and was so 
proud of the new delivery truck. He treated it as his own 
and would curse when one time he returned from holidays 
to find the fill-in driver had rammed it under a low bridge 
in the Melbourne suburbs. George was enterprising, and 
fenced his block with the timber from old wetsuit packing 
crates.  

A long-haired Steve Perry arrived to run the new retail 
shop. Butch Barr had his hands on the purse strings as the 
accountant, and claims he went prematurely grey trying 
to keep the company afloat when there was a disastrous 
downturn in the industry in the late ’70s. 

Rip Curl today is a multi-national giant. They have licensees 
in the U.S.A., France, Brazil, Argentina and Japan. Surfers 
in all corners of the earth can be seen wearing Rip Curl 
products. 

We are proud that the Rip Curl story began right here in 
our little town, and the support the company has shown 
to the town over the past 50 years has been magnificent. 
I doubt there has been a school, kinder, cub scout, 
footy club or surf club raffle over the years that has not 
contained a wetsuit or a cap and backpack. Many of our 
local “groms” are now riding up the corporate ladder, 

Rip Curl staff crew:

Back row: Lesley, Sparrow, Claw
Front row: Sjarn Garner, Wendy 
McGee ("Magoo"), Sue Muller & 
Nancy Millikan

Glassing room at the Old Bakery.John 'Sparrow' Pyeburne cutting wetsuits at the Old Bakery.

1974 Rip Curl Torquay Crew - Photo Steve Cooney

thanks to the start they got at Rip Curl.   

The little fibro house in Boston Road still stands. You can 
walk past and marvel at how much has happened to the 
company that started out here. I do, and it always has me 
humming the words of a loved Paul Kelly song “From little 
things, big things grow”.

We have very deep roots in the surfing Industry here in 
Torquay. It is an important part of our story. 

Congratulations  Rip Curl on achieving 50 years.
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Watch the ABC Weekend Magazine 
reporting on Torquay's 70s surfing culture📽

https://torquayhistory.com/surf-culture

https://torquayhistory.com/surf-culture
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history of 
the wetsuit

Wetsuits were invented by the U.S. military. Of course 
they were. Everything was. But this is not the place for 
a column about waterboarding and the secret rendition 
of prisoners. Military divers back then already wore 
drysuits, but they were baggy as hell and frankly looked 

ridiculous as a boyleg cut. 

Aiming to improve the ability of frogmen to place 
explosive devices on skull-shaped volcanic island 
hideouts, Hugh Bradner made the first wetsuit in 
1951, using Du Pont’s miracle material, neoprene. (On 
the flipside of the karmic coin, Du Pont also invented 
chlorofluorocarbons). Warshaw’s History of Surfing 
neatly summarises this evolution as “better surfing 
through war-related petrochemistry.” 

The scientific principle of Bradner’s wetsuit is well 
understood: the thin layer of water between suit and skin 
is heated by the body, and that heat is retained by the 
thermal insulation of nitrogen bubbles in the neo. That 
is, the water doesn’t insulate you; the trapped gas does. 
In the physical equation, Newtons are represented by an 
upper-case ‘N’, whilst urine is denoted by an italicised ‘U’, 
though it’s not frequently discussed.

Bradner started a short-lived wetsuit company called Edco 
– the world’s first. But he failed to patent his invention, 
assuming it would go nowhere. By 1952, bodysurfer Jack 
O’Neill had started manufacturing wetsuits, followed 
shortly afterwards by the Meistrell brothers’ Body Glove. 
At the same time, scuba was invented. Now there were 
two subcultures shivering their way through California’s 
winters. Difference was, divers couldn’t give a hoot about 
fashion, being underwater and all, so they bought up the 
new suits in droves while surfers stubbornly remained 

J JOCK SERONG I

Jock Serong is a novelist, freelance writer and teacher 
of law, who is in the surf as often as possible.  He also 

writes  widely in the surfing media  and share with us a 
story he wrote on the history of the wetsuit .

Jack O'Neil in one of his early wetsuit designs

all broody and macho about not feeling the cold, and 
continued to shiver.

Meanwhile, at Bells, the hardy pioneers of the Jarosite 
cliffs were paddling out in VFL footy jumpers, itching and 
chafing and probably increasing their windchill through 
the creation of a greater wetted surface area. Finally, 
along came Warbrick and Singer in 1970, first out of 
Claw’s garage, and then a Torquay bakery, offering local 
suits. Within three years, they’d built an export business, 
and indeed a township, around themselves.

But technological progress had a way to go. Early wetties 
were unlined, meaning the wearer had to be coated in 
talc to get them on. And the delicate neo tore when they 

came off, if they ever did come off – carpark egress from 
the suit was like watching a hairy-arsed cicada trying to 
climb out of its carapace, only twice as time-consuming. 
Nylon linings evolved, ending the idiotic practice of 
putting plastic bags over hands and feet. Next came 
glued and taped seams and colours. Surfers adhered 
resolutely to black, ignoring the safety and marketability 
of colours until the garish 80s, when they briefly went 
berserk, before reverting gloomily to black again. 

But the former footy jumper wearers were happier: now 
standing around picturesque bonfires in the coastal 
heath at Bells, heating their wetsuits until they melted 
onto the skin and released poisonous gases. Their only 
remaining complaint was the distinctive hangman’s 
chafe-mark around their necks, which was a dead 
giveaway if you were ditching work or school. 

The concealment of this and other awkward evidence 

led to the era of wearing rashies under wetsuits. Thank 
God that’s over. Clammy, smelly, crappy bloody things. 

Which brings me to the use of the word “gusset”. It’s 
probably the rudest word in the English language. Could 
we just agree to desist?

The death of the men’s springsuit happened on 12 April 
2003, without anyone really noticing. It seems designers 
finally accepted the harsh reality that men’s legs have 
the ornamental value of chicken necks and should be 
concealed wherever possible. For men, steamers became 
the dominant form, whilst for girls the possibilities of 
shape have splintered into a thousand permutations.

Modern wetsuit development has followed a law of 
diminishing returns. In neoprene, there’s 
never been a thruster moment. Yes, there 
have been skirmishes over gloves, hoods 
and booties; fast drying, long-stretching 
fabrics, and the (so far) futile search for a 
truly “green” suit. Domination by the big 
few has come under challenge from the 
rise of the cottage brands. The zip moved 
around the front to the chest, and there’s 
a heated suit for people who can’t pee. 
These are increments, not supernovas.

Wetsuits still never dry in cold places. 
They still smell great when they arrive and 
hideous after a week. Hanging them on the 
porch rail is still a comforting and familiar 
swell flag, a coded gesture between the 
householder and the passer-by – it’s on.

  

Advances in wetsuit rubber are driven by warmth and flexibility. 
Today's wetsuits are much warmer and have super stretch to 
make paddling easier.     Australian National Surfing Museum.

Diver John Foster wears two of Bradner’s early neoprene wetsuit 
prototypes, circa 1952. Images courtesy of Scripps Institution of 

Oceanography Archives, UC San Diego Library.
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Wetsuit evolution

1951 1952 1953 1969/70
Hugh Bradner
Hugh was a  physicist who worked at the 
University of California and worked closely 
with the U.S. Navy combat divers in his spare 
time. These opportunities made him realise 
it was difficult to stay warm underwater. His 
hypothesis was "You don't have to stay dry to 
stay warm". He went on to design a wetsuit from 
rubatex, a flexible type of neoprene foam.

Jack O'Neil
Jack opened his first surf shop from the back 
of his garage. He worked as a surfboard shaper 
but quickly branched out into making neoprene 
vests. With more sales from the vests Jack 
created a handful of wetsuit designs - the 
'shorty', the 'long john' and the 'beaver-tail' 
jacket.

Meistrell Brothers
The twin brothers launcher their brand 'Body 
Glove'. The brand went on to create the first 
wetsuit without zips.

Rip Curl
The company founded in 1969 initially produced 
surfboards. In 1970 they began the production 
of wetsuits using diving technology to develop a 
wetsuit suitable for surfing.
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Images by granddaughter Lisa Green Photography

Story Chris Barr
SYBIL STOCK

THE 
CHANGING 
FABRIC OF 
TORQUAY

Torquay was a sleepy little coastal village when a couple of local entrepreneurs 
came up with the idea of making wetsuits here. They managed to find some 
designs, drafted patterns and sourced some suitable neoprene rubber from 
Leggetts, a Melbourne rubber company, and, importantly, found glue strong 
enough to hold the seams together, but they needed to find someone not too 
far away who could sew them together.

The first person that came to mind was Sybil Stock who ran the local 
haberdasher shop in Gilbert Street. Locals went to her for sewing repairs, and 
she was a wiz knitting cuffs and collars on to hand knitted jumpers.    

Sybil had worked for many years in Geelong with Mrs Mac and Mrs Payne, who 
owned a drapers shop on the corner of Moorabool and Fyans Street and also 
owned a small shop on the corner of Gilbert and Pearl Street in Torquay.   In 
1956 the ladies decided to sell up, and offered the shop in Torquay to Sybil.  
Sybil's husband, John Stock's family had holidayed in Torquay when he was a 
small boy. He spent many summers at the big family camp in Cowrie Road, so 
it did not take too much for Sybil to convince him to take up the offer.  

They sold up the house they had built in Belmont, and 
with their two small children, Robyn and David, moved 
to Torquay in 1956. For the next 12 years John and Sybil 
worked hard, living in a small flat behind the shop. John 
would drive to Geelong each day for his work at the SEC 
and Sybil built up the little haberdashery business. She 
sold wool, some clothes, haberdashery, and as well you 
could drop your dry cleaning off and buy a Tatts ticket. 
John would load the car up with the dry cleaning each 
morning and drop it off at Carew’s in Geelong, then collect 
it a few days later and bring it back. 

After 12 years living in the flat, and with the addition of 
another baby, Sybil sold the shop to Dubby and Elsie Davis 
and the Stocks bought a large white house just around 
the corner at 5 Bristol Road.

It was on the door of the big white house that Brian Singer 
and Alan Green knocked in March of 1969.  

They asked Sybil if she thought she could have a go at 
sewing rubber. Sybil was a handy seamstress and a 
person who liked solving problems, but she scratched her 
head at this request. 

Her first question to Brian and Alan was about a machine 
that would do the job.   She need not have worried. Brian 
had sourced an old Singer 1910 arm Machine and a Pfaff 
138 and explained that if Sybil could work these, they were 
in business.

The big white house was not only perfect for Sybil and her 
family, but the big billiard room at the back meant there 
was enough room to set up the machines.  The shed on 
the property also proved a blessing for the little cottage 
industries that were popping up in Torquay 

In the front shed, Sybil was already doing a bit of industrial 
work, sewing the ribs of surf mats for Gary Cotton.   Garry 
was a journalist at the Geelong Advertiser but had a little 
side business making surf mats, which were popular at 
the time. The roomy garage in front of the shed became a 
glueing room, firstly for the surfing mats and later for the 
wetsuits.  Sybil’s boys earned pocket money as teenagers 
glueing wetsuits. Indeed many of the local teenagers were 
able to get jobs glueing wetsuits in the Stocks garage. They 
would sign the back of her garage door and rafters and it 
became a wonderful memory board of names involved in 
the fledgeling surf industry.

 By the time Sybil was ready for production, Alan Green 
had moved out of the wetsuit business and into another 
old house in Pride Street, and was starting to make board 
shorts.  

The first wetsuits that Sybil would sew were Long Johns.  
Some production had started in the old Bakery Ripcurl 
had taken over in Boston Road.  The little house in the 
yard behind the bakery served as an office, a cutting room 
and a sewing room. Some wetsuits were glued in a tiny 
space at the back.

Sybil Stock had run the 
Haberdashery store in Gilbert 
Street for over 12 years when 
she retired and bought a big 
white home in Bristol Road. 
Always a handy seamstress, 
Sybil would do small sewing 
jobs for the locals from her 
home. One day, two young 
surfers knocked on her 
door and had an interesting 
proposition for her. When Sybil 
agreed to have a go at sewing 
neoprene rubber, she became 
part of the local story that saw 
a tiny good idea turn into a very 
big industry.  This is the story of 
Sybil and the part she played in 
the birth of Rip Curl.
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The old house in Bristol Road being demolished to make 
way for Woolworths supermarket.

Photo: Louise Leighton

John and Sybil Stock

The wetsuits would be cut in Boston road then the cutout 
legs would be delivered, sometimes on a bike by Gary 
Crothall, to Sybil who would sew them up on the old Singer 
machine.   She worked from her billiard room and piled 
the partially sewn suits parts all over the pool table.

Gary would return to collect them every afternoon. Once 
the wet suits had been glued at Boston Road, and by 
various piece workers around town, the suits would be 
returned to Sybil where she would sew the side seams, 
the collars, roll the arm opening and sew in the back 
zipper and leg zips.   

As winter approached the sales of the suits soared and it 
was a job for the business to keep up with demand.  Sybil 
would work late into the night often piling the sewn suits 
up the length of the passageway. 

Sewing the rubber was not without its challenges. The 
bobbin hook would constantly jam and the rubber would 
stick going through the feeder. Sybil tried talcum powder 
which helped but finally, she discovered that RP7 worked 
wonders on stopping the static and stitching became 
easier.

Sybil learnt how to sew rubber vests to go over the Long 
John, again using the old Singer to put the seams in the arms 
before the suit was glued.     The business was booming 
and new designs were appearing almost overnight. By the 
early ’70s the steamer went into production and Sybil was 
facing the challenges of sewing in the arms and legs of full 
suits.  

Sybil remembers sewing an early wetsuit for champion 
junior surfer,  John Pawson  ( Jnr)  who later drowned at 
Bells Beach.  When Ripcurl first sponsored the first pro-

Easter Surf Contest at Bells Beach,  she was commissioned 
to sew a large banner that was hung across the road 
coming into town to mark the occasion. Local sign writer 
Daryl Mitchell did the screenprinting on the banner and 
Claw deliver it to Sybil to be finished.  It was a big job and 
Sybil stayed up half the night to finish it,  only to have Claw 
knock on her door two days later to tell her it had been 
stolen overnight.   

Sybil continued working with the Ripcurl boys until early 
1975 when they moved their operation up to 101 Surf 
Coast Highway. Her machines went up to the new factory; 
the arm machine was operated for many years by Nancy 
Millikan.  The old Singer1910 is still on display in the  Ricurl 
head office 

For a time, Sybil worked with Fred Pyke and Rod Brooks 
in Boston Road. 

The death of her two sons Mark and David in an automobile 
accident changed her life forever.   She and John sold 
the big white house, moved into something smaller and 
bought an old house on an acre at Barwon Downs. They 
spent every weekend rebuilding the house. This project 
helped them both in dealing with their sad loss.  They did, 

however, take a lasting memento of the early Ripcurl days 
with them to Barwon Downs. They bought the old bakers 
oven when the old bakery was pulled down and placed 
it under a tree on the property    They had grand ideas 
to get it working but alas never did. When they left the 
property, the oven stayed sitting quite majestically under 

an old gum tree. Sybil donated the oven door to the Surf World Museum.

Sybil is in her 90’s now.  She is as sharp as ever and loves to reminisce about the part she played in helping a fledgeling 
company grow wings.  She marvels at the success they have had and is still proud as punch that part of the story of the 
beginnings of this world famous brand, took part in her humble home. 
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ANZAC DAY
- A TIME TO REMEMBER

By Helen Sceney

Point Danger in Torquay on ANZAC day is a beautiful place. As we gather in the dark we reflect on why we are here. 
Thousands-young and old –all here for the same reason; to pay tribute to those who lost their lives in all wars . I hark 
back to those who make events like this happen, to the months of preparation, many people giving their time and 
effort for this day .

And, naturally, my thoughts turn to my late father.

Sydney Melbourne Keith Smith (SMK) was born  the day after 
ANZAC Day on 26th April 1924 in Gawler, South Australia. 
He was the second youngest in a large family, a very good 
scholar with a passion for flying aircraft.

Family tales tell of a young SMK learning to fly and delighting 
in performing acrobatics above the family home much to the 
horror of his mother.  Syd joined the RAAF in 1941,training 
in South Australia and Victoria. Much to his delight he was 
shipped of to the United Kingdom via the United States 
where he joined the RAAF 460 Squadron.

During his time in the UK  he flew many missions over 
Europe and was one of the lucky survivors-many of his peer 
did not return to base.

 SMK returned to Australia in 1945. The war took its toll on 
him and he never forgot his squadron buddies who did not 
return.  The war took a very great toll  too, on Syd’s family , 
of the five Smith brothers who left to fight he was the only 
one to return. He lost three brothers in the Middle East and 
one in the Pacific- such a sacrifice from one family!

The loss of his mates and brothers left Syd with a great sense 
that they men who did not return must not be forgotten. 
He became an active member of the Returned Serviceman’s 
league.

In 1950 Syd married Lorna. The couple had four children, 
Helen, Kim, Ellery and Phillip. As children we were the only kids on the block to have a “rocking plane” instead of a 
“rocking horse”.  Syd’s obsession with Planes continued.

A career change in 1957 saw the family move to Echuca, where Syd became President of the local RSL. During his 
time there he was actively involved in the production of the annual Anzac Day Parade and Service. 

The family moved to Geelong in 1962  and again 
Syd became involved in the local RSL  and he also 
joined the Torquay and District Ex Servicemen’s 
club known locally as “The Heroes” .

Over the  next 38 years he served as President, 
Secretary, and Treasurer and he was instrumental 
in  creating and conducting the Point Danger Anzac 
Day Dawn Service. 

Syd became  the "go to" man -organising guest 
speakers, the Tiger moths fly over, the Newtown 
pipe band ,the PA system and the assembly of 
marchers at the Hall. Syd read The Ode at the 
service many times and saw the service grow from 
a mere 100 people to the thousands we see today. 

In April 2001 SMK became ill and was hospitalised, 
but being a typical “old Vet’ he checked himself 
out of hospital on April 24th to attend the dawn 
service the following day.  True to form he arrived 
at Point Danger aided by his sons to deliver the 
Anzac Requiem. Too ill to stay for the entire service 
he was taken home to rest and later that day was 
re-addmitted to hospital. Sadly on May 20th 2001 
Syd lost his battle with cancer.

To SMK Anzac day was about remembering those 
who fought and died in all wars and the lasting 
friendships made during those years and it was 
about bringing together people, old and young to 
make sure we never forget the sacrifices of those 
who did their duty for their country.

As a family we are extremely proud of SMK 
contribution to the community.

One minute’s silence, the flags raised and lowered, 
the Tiger Moths fly over as the sun breaks through 
the clouds. The final march past  and then at the 
end of the moving service, it’s off to the  Marquee 
for “Rum and Coffee” and a chat with the old 
veterans. Its a day for them to get together and 
remember.

Lest We Forget 

Syd delivering the recitation (including the Ode)

Syd was instrumental in arranging the details of the dawn service including 
guest speakers.

Syd marched at the 
dawn service every 

year.

Photos Helen Sceney
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VICTORIA TOWER 
SHIPWRECK
The iron clipper Victoria Tower was named after one of the two towers of the British Houses of Parliament. While 
approaching Port Phillip Heads in 1869 on its maiden voyage, the Victoria Tower which had been built in Liverpool 
for the Australian trade, was wrecked. Its cargo included slate, iron pipes, Guinness Extra Stout and various items of 
hardware. The ship also carried 40 passengers and a crew of 36.

The Victoria Tower made landfall after a voyage of 85 days from Liverpool, and headed towards the Port Phillip Heads 
pilot boarding ground. The weather was stormy and a thick fog blanketed the coast, sightings of land were difficult to 
make. Even though the compasses were not working, the Captain was confident of the ship’s position and believing he 
was at the pilot ground Captain Kerr fired rockets and burned blue lights to attract attention, but met with no response. 
Sighting the Cape Schanck lighthouse and confident of a safe course, he sailed towards it. However treacherous currents 
in the area were pulling Victoria Tower off its set course. This was not noticed until, at 1am, the ship crashed into rocks 
between Bream Creek and Spring Creek. The ship hit with such force that the main mast was driven through the keel. 
Anchors were immediately let go to hold the ship, but it was driven broadside onto the sea, some 400 yards from shore.

The five crew entered lifeboats and went ashore for assistance. Walking through swamps they found a fence and 
eventually made their way to Mr. Stoke’s. Word was sent to Mr. Noble who went to the beach and with the assistance 

Story by Cheryl Baulch

of fisherman Pierce and his partner they sent a whale 
boat back to the ship. Local and Geelong residents, upon 
hearing the news hurried to the wreck with food and 
supplies including bread and alcohol.

With the Victoria Tower lost, the £25,000 hull and cargo 
were sold at auction for £6500. Nearly four years later 
large quantities of slates and iron pipes were still being 
recovered as the action of the sea gradually removed 
obstacles that had previously hindered salvage divers’ 
attempts to reach inaccessible parts of the wreck. In the 
1960s some of the slate roofing tiles were used for roofing 
on the Peninsula Hotel, Moolap. The Anchor was also 
salvaged.

Torquay’s first ‘Surfed board’? A crewman is said to have 
floated into the beach on this ship’s deckhouse door. 
(Surfworld Museum Collection) Anderson & Cahir (2003)

Sources:
Geelong Advertiser 18 October 1869
Anderson R & Cahir A, Surf Coast Shipwrecks, 2003, 
Heritage Victoria

Images;
above Australian National Surfing Museum in Anderson 
& Cahir (2003)
right top & middle  Peter Fuller photography
bottom right - Clay pipes from Victoria Tower, in Anderson 
& Cahir (2003)



Page 29 | Page 28 | 

RESEARCH 
MONTH

During its 165 years of operation, the Melbourne General Cemetery in 
Carlton has become the final resting place of many of the important 
figures of Victoria’s and Australia’s colonial and later history. These 
include the founder of the University and Public Library Sir Redmond 
Barry, surveyor Robert Hoddle, explorers Burke and Wills, seven 
Premiers of Victoria and several Prime Ministers of Australia. However, 
the managing of the cemetery by its trustees has been a source of 
considerable controversy.

The cemetery in Carlton was, in fact, Melbourne’s third cemetery. The 
first was a small burial site in what is now the Flagstaff Gardens. There is 
a memorial in the Gardens to commemorate those very early burials. The 
second, established in 1839, was a much larger walled cemetery on what 
is now part of the Queen Victoria Market. (Part of the old cemetery wall 
can still be seen among the stalls at the Market). But the rapid growth 
of the town meant that within a decade it was already too small – and 
the town itself was expanding into that area. A new cemetery further 
out was first proposed in 1849. After the discovery of gold in 1851, with 
people pouring in and the population exploding it was realised that it 
needed to be ten times the size of the old one - 106 acres compared 

to the old cemetery’s 10 acres. The new cemetery was 
established in 1850 and its first burials took place in 1853. 
At that stage the area around the cemetery (that we now 
call Carlton) was just empty bushland. It was another 
20 years before it became full of suburban streets and 
terrace houses.

When it opened, the new Melbourne General Cemetery 
was a very up-to-date institution for its time. Its 106 
acres were carefully divided into areas for each of the 
main religious groups. Unlike traditional churchyards, it 
was intended to have a park-like atmosphere with open 
areas and lots of ornamental trees and shrubs, rotundas 
and rockeries. In its heyday in the 
late 19th century, the cemetery was 
a pleasant place to stroll around on a 
Saturday afternoon. But soon the need 
to find more burial spaces for an ever-
increasing population undermined 
these good intentions, and the result 
was an overcrowded and neglected 
cemetery.

Making more space for burials

The original intention of the designers 
of the Melbourne General Cemetery 
that it should have a park-like 
atmosphere with lots of open space 
was soon undermined by the practical 
realities of accommodating more and 
more graves. The city’s expanding 
population demanded ever more burial 
space, and these early concepts gave way to the need to 
find more and more burial sites. Gradually the lawns and 
open areas, and even some of the winding paths, were 

used to accommodate graves.

By 1904, just 51 years after it was opened, 
the place was full up and the sale of graves 
was stopped, although burials in already 
sold sites continued. In the decades 
that followed, the on- going costs of 
maintenance with no income from sale of 
sites put pressure on the limited financial 
resources of the cemetery, and a long 
period of neglect occurred. The cemetery 
became very run- down and there was 
wide-spread vandalism and theft of brass 
decorations.

However, in 1927 the overcrowded and run-
down cemetery was re-opened. An area in 
the south- west of the cemetery that had 
been a formal entry drive, complete with 

cast-iron gate and stone gatehouse, was closed and 
made available for new graves. (On a modern map of 
the cemetery, this is the area between First Avenue and 
Princes Park Road. The old gate was where the fountain 
is now). The entrance gate and gatehouse were moved 
to where they are now, on the southern boundary on 
College Crescent. A new administrative building and 
residence was built there in 1934-35 using the stone from 
the demolished former gate-keeper’s cottage.

By the 1940s, all this new ground was also used up and 

the trustees were resorting to filling in roadways and 
footpaths with more graves. From the 1950s to the 1970s 

Melbourne crowds flock to see the funeral of a soldier accidently killed during the Queen's 
Birthday review in 1871 by an explosion of a mine. The procession is entering the original 
gate of the cemetery on its western side. Princes Park is to the right of the illustration. 
(Source: State Library of Victoria).

The original gate and gatehouses on the western side of the cemetery in 1880. These were demol-
ished in the 1930s, and reconstructed in modified form on the southern boundary in College 
Crescent. (Photo: D. McDonald, State Library of Victoria).

Contributed by Carlton Community History Group from their newsletter 
http://www.cchg.asn.au/newsletter12.pdf

Story by Jeff Atkinson

Cemetery records are a great alternative 
when you can’t find a death record. The 
research can be a lot of work but very 
informative and entertaining. The shape 
and material of the stone, its design, and 
the inscription are all clues to both family 
and local history. 

Not all graves have a plaque and this is 
where searching for the family plots can 
be disappointing. You can travel miles 
to take a photograph yet find nothing 
but bare grass, a sunken grave where a 
headstone may once have stood or a small 
indicator plate depicting the number of 
the grave. Local history groups can always 
offer great advice.

melbourne general
cemetery
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the cemetery sold old 19th century pauper graves for 
reuse as private plots. Although somewhat unethical, this 
was in fact lawful, as a pauper burial did not bestow a legal 
claim on the land. What was more dubious however was 
the reselling of plots that had been sold many years before 
but had remained unused. In the 1960s and 1970s it got 
even worse. The trustees began covering over very old 
gravesites with earth and re-selling them to unsuspecting 
migrant families as burial plots.

So flagrant were these abuses that in 1978 a government 
inquiry was held, the result of which was that the trustees 
were forced to resign, and criminal charges were laid 
against some staff members. In 1980 the running of the 
cemetery was handed over to a private company, the 
Springvale Necropolis. The Necropolis has since expended 

considerable sums on restoring decrepit infrastructure 
and making the old cemetery a little tidier and more 
pleasant for visitors. They have also been able to generate 
revenue by selling plots for cremated ashes, and by 
building three mausoleums, which are very popular with 
the Italian community in particular. Mausoleums contain 
above ground burials, which were illegal in Victoria until a 
few years ago. But migrant groups, particularly the Italian 
community lobbied to have them built.

Did you know?

No area set aside for Aboriginal burials

The Melbourne General Cemetery was designed with 
dedicated sections for each of the main Christian 
denominations, and even one for Chinese burials. But it 
had no allocated space for Aboriginal people (although 
there is one notable Aboriginal grave, that of Derrimut 

who reputedly saved the life of John Pascoe Fawkner). The 
lack of a burial area for indigenous people is particularly 
notable as the earlier cemetery on what is now Victoria 
Market did have a dedicated section for deceased 
Aboriginal people.

The earliest buildings in the cemetery 

The oldest surviving buildings in the Melbourne General 
Cemetery are the Jewish mortuary chapel of 1854, and 
the Catholic mortuary chapel of 1871. The Jewish chapel is 
located near the so-called “Jews' Gate” a special entrance 
provided in the 1850s for Jewish funerals that leads 
directly to the chapel and the Jewish compartment within 
the cemetery. The Catholic chapel has crypts that are 
intended as the final resting place for deceased Catholic 
priests. The dedication ceremony of the chapel, which 
took place on Sunday 10 September 1871, was attended 
by a crowd of 10,000 to 15,000 people, a sign of the 
respect that Catholics had for their priests.

Restricted entry to the cemetery

In the 19th century the cemetery was renowned for its 
restrictions upon entrance. No person was permitted to 
enter on horseback, and the number of carriages was 
strictly monitored. In 1860 the gatekeeper objected to the 
use of two plumed horses at the head of a procession for 
a pauper burial. Paupers, who received subsidised burials, 
were expected to be modest in their accoutrements of 
mourning. There were also restrictions on pedestrians. 
One-way turnstiles permitted people to exit but not enter 
the grounds when gatekeepers were absent.

Poor treatment of paupers’ graves

In the early days it was the practice of the cemetery to 
leave the grave of a pauper open for days or weeks, so that 
it was ready to receive the coffins of other paupers on top. 

In January 1900 The Age reported that a gentleman "had 
seen a coffin floating in an open grave filled with water in 
the pauper section of the Melbourne General Cemetery. It 
was, he said, sheer recklessness of the interests of public 
health and decency to leave graves open in that matter." 
(The Age, 19 January 1900, page 7).

Complaint over inscription on tombstone

In 1878 a Daylesford man complained about the inscription 
on the tombstone of his former wife. She had left him in 
1863 and eloped with a man named John Willison, who 
had lived with her since in adultery. It was Willison who 
had written the description on the tombstone. Despite 
the moral scruples of the cemetery trustees, Willison’s 
possession of burial rights overrode any objections from 
the woman’s former husband.

Football crowd burns gate

In the 19th century the trustees objected to the use 
of the cemetery as a short-cut to and from the Carlton 

Football Ground in Princes Park. On a typical Saturday 
afternoon after a match, thousands of people would 
flow into the cemetery and across to the other side as 
a short-cut to other parts of Carlton. In 1887 cemetery 
workers assembled a wooden fence that cut off access 

from Princes Park and the football grounds - but football 
fans burnt it down. The Argus wrote that the attack and 
defence of a fortified place is one of the most interesting 
operations of war, and if the place happens to be a 
cemetery, victims can be disposed of in the field of battle. 
(The Argus, 5 February 1887, page 13).

Symbolism of mortuary monuments

The monuments that relatives place above the graves 
of their loved ones often have symbolic meaning. One 
example would be the Celtic crosses sometimes found 
on Irish Catholic graves (and sometimes on Scottish 
Presbyterian graves). Another would be the draped urns 
common on many graves, which is possibly a reference to 
the cremations of ancient Rome. The photo (below left) 
illustrates another – the broken column that signifies a life 
cut short, a person who died before his or her time.

Source on the history of the cemetery

One of the best sources of information on the history 
of the Melbourne General Cemetery is the book The 
Melbourne General Cemetery by former Carlton resident 
Don Chambers. It is unfortunately out of print, but 
available in the Carlton and Fitzroy libraries.

Graves placed in the middle of what was originally a road in the cemetery 
(Photo: Jeff Atkinson)

The oldest structure in the Melbourne General Cemetery, the Jewish 
mortuary chapel, built in 1854 just after the cemetery opened.
(Photo: Jeff Atkinson).

The grave of Marcus Clarke, author of For the Term of His Natural 
Life, who died at the age of only 35. The broken column signifies a life 
cut short.

Interested in learning more about the historic Melbourne 
General Cemetery and some of the fascinating and notorious 

characters buried there?

HISTORICAL WALK AND TALK

MELBOURNE GENERAL 
CEMETERY

Saturday 27 April 2019, 10am till 12 noon

This walk is organized jointly by the Princes Hill Community Cen-
tre and the Carlton Community History Group. It is a very popular 

walk so please register online in advance to ensure you have a 
place. Cost is $10.

Website: http://princeshill.org.au/programs/107-2/ Email: enrol-
ment@princeshill.org.au

Phone: 9387-7740



MT. DUNEED
GRAVE STORIES
Contributed by Gwen Threlfall

Mt. Duneed History Group

A subgroup of the Mount Duneed Progress Association

History meetings are at 7:30 pm on the second Thursday of the 
months of February, March, May, August, October and November.

http://mdpa.weebly.com/blog

It was a cold night in June 1869. William Bickers was fifty-four which was not an old age by 
our standards, but he had been in poor health for years. He had been having breathing 
difficulties, especially on winter nights when the dampness exacerbated his condition. 
When he could not catch his breath at night, he would get out of bed and light a fire to 
help warm and dry the air. About 1 am on Saturday 19th June he got up to do this. He lit 
the fire, placed the candle on the table and sat down in front of the fire. Very soon after 
his daughter, who was in the same room, saw him fall from the chair. She called out for 
her mother, but the poor man expired almost immediately in his wife’s arms. The police 
were called in the morning and the district coroner, Dr Forster Shaw, held an inquest in 
the afternoon. 

He had not looked for any medical advice for his condition, 
and the only medicine he took for his complaint was castor 
oil. It seemed that back then “regularity” was the cure for 
everything. At the inquest, his wife and daughter had 
given evidence to the effect that the old man had more 
ease in his breathing during the daytime. He had been 
boring posts during the previous week, and his health 
seemed to be in the usual state.

Dr Reid, who had made a post mortem examination of the 
body, stated that he found the lungs extensively diseased 
and the heart enlarged. The state of these organs was 
quite sufficient to account for his death. The jury returned 
a verdict to the effect that death resulted from emphysema 
of the lungs and enlargement of the heart.

William, who was the son of Francis and Mary (née 
Peddan) Bickers, was born at Thirsk, Yorkshire England 
in 1815. Information on the internet suggests he came to 
Australia on 28 April 1832 as a convict transported on the 
Lord William Bentinck.

He married Mary Ann, daughter of Thomas and Jane (née 
Pickett) Beechey. Jane was reputed to be the daughter 
of Samuel Pickett who came with the First Fleet on the 
Charlotte, and Mary Ann Thompson who was transported 
on the First Fleet ship Lady Juliana.

William and Mary Ann came to the Mount Duneed area 
in the late 1850s. They lived on the south-west corner of 
Horseshoe Bend and McCanns Roads. Their land backed 
onto Bream Creek (now called Thompsons Creek). They 
had 11 children:

• William — born 1845 in Hobart, died 1875 in Victoria

• Jane — born 1846 in Hobart, married John Teodore 
(sic) Brown on 16 April 1870 in Fitzroy, died in 1884 
in Melbourne

• Alfred — born 1848 in Hobart, married Isabella 
Bryan, died in 1917 at Warracknabeal

• Ellen — born 13 May 1850 in Hobart, married Thomas 
Ellis on 12 January 1870, died 19 August 1945 at 
Mount Duneed

• George — born 1853 in Germantown (now called 
Grovedale), married Annie Garvie Tawse in 1882. 
Annie died on 21 July 1889 and is buried in an 

unknown location at Mount Duneed Cemetery

• Maria — born 1855 in Geelong, married James 
Woodhead in 1876

• Francis — born 1858 in Connewarre, married Eliza 
O'Hare in 1885

• Rebecca — born 1861 in Connewarre, married John 
Teodore (sic) Brown in 1885 in Victoria

• Elizabeth — born 1863 in Connewarre, married 
Samuel Henry Johnson in 1882

• Martha — born 1866 in Connewarre, married Andrew 
Condie in 1884, died on 28 May 1958

• Harriet — born 1869 in Mount Duneed, married 
Henry Frederick Neville in 1891

William was buried in the Church of England section of the 
Mount Duneed Cemetery. Mary Ann died on 9 April 1914 
at Rupanyup.
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TOWN TALK
AS REPORTED IN GEELONG ADVERTISER

BELLBRAE

Geelong Advertiser Thursday 18 May 1922, page 3
Proposed Change of Name
For some time the residents of Jan Juc have being 
agitating to have the township changed. Public meetings 
have been held, at which the majority of the residents 
have advocated a change of name. Mr Rose of Jan Juc 
was deputed to draw up a petition, and this was received 
at the meeting of the Barrabool council yesterday. The 
petition was signed by a number of ratepayers, the Act 
providing that 25 residents within a 3 mile radius must 
sign. At the meeting yesterday it was held that about 
thirteen signatures were of those residents in the area 
as set out. Mr Rose waited on the council and explained 
the desires of the residents. Cr Grundy raised objections 
to two of the names appearing on the petition as not 
being residents. The difficulty seems to be that Jan Juc is 
such a small place; that difficulty would be experienced 
in obtaining the required number of signatures , and 
one councillor advocated the extension of the area be 
as to include the required number. At a public meeting 
held at Jan Juc, and presided over by Mr Gundry, it was 
decided by a majority to change the name from Jan Juc 
to Bellbrae, and this was the change advocated, it was 
plainly evident that the majority desired the change , 
and on the motion of Cr Hendy it was moved “that 
subject to the petition being in order, the council is 
agreeable to accede to it and if not in order, that the 
petitioners consult the shire’s solicitors and obtain 
direct legal opinion. Cr Irvin seconded. Cr Hunt said he 
would regret to see the name changed. The name had 
been given by ex Cr Gundry, and for 80 years the name 
had stood. It was a native name, a distinct name, and 
he would vote against it. Cr McIntyre said they would 
not go against the wishes of the ratepayers. He had 
(as had Cr Hendy) been inundated with appeals from 
ratepayers advocating a change of name. When put, five 
voted for and two voted against the motion.

Geelong Advertiser Saturday 21 October 1922, 
page 4
The Passing of Jan Juc
The Jan Juc township was proclaimed on 17 November, 
1886. It is situated on Geelong to Anglesea main road. 
As a result of an overwhelming vote of residents, and 

with the approval of the council of Barrabool, it was 
decided to petition the Governor-in-Council to change 
the name to Bellbrae. The petition was duly settled and 
lodged by the council’s solicitors, Messrs. Harwood 
and Pincott, and has now been granted. The Order-in 
Council changing the name to Bellbrae was gazetted on 
September 27. The new name is chosen as a compliment 
to Mr John Calvert Bell of “Addiscot” which is adjacent 
to the township and on which Mr Bell has resided for 
many years past. Mr Bell is the son of the late James 
Bell, of Woolbrook and a nephew of the famous Major 
John Bell, late of Bell Park near the golf links. Mr Bell’s 
only son, Harold George Bell, who was educated at the 
Central College, Geelong, joined the A.I.F, and was killed 
on the Menin road near Ypres in 1917.

Geelong Advertiser Friday 26 October 1923, page 8
Bellbrae!
The Geelong master grocers passed through the 
township on their way to Torquay for their annual picnic. 
Crops in this district  generally are looking well. Several 
land seekers have been in the district lately, showing 
the quality of the land here is becoming better known. 
A happy day was spent on Friday 19th, celebrating the 
change of the name of the township being favoured 
with beautiful weather, all enjoyed themselves. Swings 
were erected for the children. A programme of sports 
was carried out. Nearly every child received a toy and all 
competitors received presents. The sports continued 
until teatime. This meal was served in the Mechanics 
Hall by the ladies. In the evening a large number 
attended the social, when dancing, games and music 
were the attractions. Visitors from all surrounding 
districts were present, and the hall was not big enough 
to accommodate them. The following musicians kindly 
supplied the music, Mrs Hooper, Miss Wilson, Miss 
Matthews, Mr Langron (Captain) and Mr Hanly. During 
the evening a pair of work baskets, depicting Bellbrae 
were drawn for, and won by Mr Rau.
Supper was served, and dancing and merriment carried 
on until the morning hours. All voted the day the best 
ever held in this district. 

EVERY PICTURE
TELLS A STORY

GREAT FIND!

While snorkelling around Cosey Corner many 
years ago Wendy Smith found this spoon. Close 
inspection reveals an airforce logo. 

It is the logo of the Royal Australian Air Force. 
Probably a remnant from World War 2 when the 
area around Point Danger and Taylor Park was 
taken over by the military.

Do you have a favourite image you would like to share with our readers?  We would love to hear from you.
Email a high quality scan and the history behind the picture to tmuseumwithoutwalls@gmail.com and we 
will publish it here.   If you don’t have a scanner, let us know and we will visit with a scanner to help you.
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