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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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fight 
for the 
town

The fires that devastated Australia this summer take 
us back eighty years ago, when on 14 March 1940 the 
Torquay bushfire nearly wiped out the town.

For the fifth successive day, the temperature had passed 
the century, often around 105°F (41°C). The wind was 
fierce on the fifth day, the paddocks dry and open. 
Victoria found itself in the grip of devastating bush fires. 
Scores of homes were burnt, substantial losses of stock 
and tremendous damage to hundreds of thousands of 
acres of the State's best pastoral areas were burnt. 

Steam locomotives were still operating at the time, and 
when the express from Melbourne passed through 
Moriac at 10.40 am, it sparked a fire on the "Moriac Park" 
property of George Wilsher. The fire quickly spread and 
in a few minutes the blaze was completely out of hand. It 
was impossible to stem its progress as the fire sped over 
a vast expanse of bush and grassland to Torquay. 

The fire front extended to about 1.5 miles (2km), fanned 
by the strong wind, which at times almost reached gale 
force. The fire swept through Wilshire's, Dickens', Rau's, 
and Seiffert's properties, destroying stacks of hay and 
miles of fencing.

By the time it hit the Anglesea Road it had also destroyed 

the Steel's homestead and their stock of 800 ewes, many 
of which had become trapped against the fencing. Eight 
militiamen and four civilians who went to help the Steel's 
"Bonjongo" Freshwater Creek property, jumped into 
nearby water holes for safety when the flames trapped 
them. While in the water holes they watched as six drums 
of petrol exploded. One drum was hurled 40ft. high in the 
air, then burst, throwing a flame 50ft. x 100ft.

Sadly, as the fire was racing through the outskirts of 
Bellbrae, Edward Drury, a 49-year-old Bellbrae farmer 
lost his life from a heart attack when fighting the fire near 
his home. Initially, it was assumed he drowned because 
he was found in his dam. The body of an unidentified 
swagman was found near a small hut which had been 
destroyed on the Torquay-Anglesea Road.

Meanwhile, in town and from the beach, locals could see 
the hills and valleys to the west filled with smoke and 
flames. At the time there was no thought in their minds 
that the town was in danger, after all the flames were on 
the opposite side of the creek.

Nearby farmer Claude Grossman, and 50 volunteers did 
a remarkable job, which undoubtedly saved the military 
camp and the northern half of Torquay township. With 
a team of four in a triple-disc plough, Claude Grossman 
kept his horses trotting while he ploughed a firebreak 
eight miles across country, going through fences in his 
stride. As the fire leapt the break, volunteers smothered 
it, preventing it from working eastward. With his horses 
driven to a standstill, Claude was almost trapped several 

times.

By the time the fire reached the Torquay Road it had 
destroyed Paulke’s farm too. Instructions were issued that 
if the camp located on the NE corner of South Beach Road 
and Torquay Road (Surf Coast Highway) was threatened, 
the horses were to be cut free. Once the fire passed the 
camp area, the men were despatched to assist at Torquay. 
The 600 men in the motor units of the Light Horse out for 
the "Battle of the You Yangs," were recalled, and pitched 
in to fight the flames.

Around 1 pm, the mile and a half fire had jumped the creek 
and was on the edge of the town. Firefighters, armed 
with wet bags and beaters, tried to stop the fire on the 
west side of Torquay Road but were beaten back as the 
fire raged toward them. Once it was realized that Torquay 
was in the path of the blaze and all attempts to stop it 
were proving futile, an alarm was raised, and requests for 
help were sent to Geelong Police and Fire Brigade. 3GL 
broadcast an urgent appeal for volunteers and many 
arrived within half an hour.

Motor cars were ordered from the road, and many parked 
their vehicles at Fisherman's Beach or on the Front Beach. 
Residents put belongings onto the streets or vacant land, 
women and children headed toward the beach. Some had 
taken clothing and furniture to the beach with them, but 
others who had been swimming when the fire struck were 
not so fortunate. Later in the afternoon arrangements 
were made for about 30 families to be sent out of the 
burning township by motor lorry. Nurses and doctors 

The 'Kipsey' in Parker street 
is spared but neighbour 
Rushbrook's were not so 
lucky.  

CHERYL BAULCH
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from Geelong hospital set up a first-aid post on the beach, 
and another set up by the Australian Army Medical Corps 
near Drayton's store. Both posts treated numerous cases of 
burns and exhaustion.

Two motor pumps from Geelong City Fire Station were rushed 
to Torquay, followed by cars and trucks containing about 130 
volunteers from Geelong. The Barwon Heads Fire Brigade 
arrived, and during the afternoon men from Hawkes Bros, the 
Australian Cement Company, and Ford came with fire-fighting 
equipment and joined in the attack.

At 2 o'clock the flames had jumped Torquay Road north of the 
township. The fire appeared to enter Torquay at two points.
One near the Palace Hotel, which was for a considerable time in 
danger along with the golf club. Through the excellent efforts 
of Barwon Heads firefighters and some of the residents, the 
hotel was saved, with only the rear fence, garages and hedges 
destroyed. However, the fire had destroyed buildings less 
than a hundred feet away. When the firemen arrived they had 
trouble finding the fireplugs on the sides of the road. They 
were covered in inches of soft soil. The mains water pressure 
was poor, and 'bucket brigades' were established, drawing 
water from residents’ tanks. Cr William Smith who owned 
the Clyde Wool Scouring and Fellmongery works in Geelong, 
sent 100 workers on trucks with buckets and sacks to help 
the town fires but also to ensure his house Sea View Villa on 
Anderson Street was saved. Chains of men stretched from 
the sea at the front beach, passing buckets of seawater to wet 
the sacks to prevent fire threatening the township. The fire 
front destroyed houses across the road from Sea View Villa.

The other section went towards The Esplanade and in the 
centre of the township. 

Another 120 men from the Army Service Corps camp at 
Geelong, were rushed to the township, where it was estimated 
that 2000 men were fighting the fires from early afternoon till 
after sunset when the danger had subsided.

In Price Street, the centre of community life, the public hall, 
and all the documented history of the town succumbed to the 
fire. Rau's store in Anderson Street was saved, but the wind 
changed and sent the raging fire back to the store which was 
soon destroyed despite efforts to save it a second time. The 
Presbyterian Church though ignited on several occasions was 
eventually saved but was damaged. Houses on either side of 
the street were not able to be saved.

Homeowners were desperately trying to water down their 
houses and fences as showers of sparks carried by the wind 
ignited the dry grass and trees on vacant allotments.

Motor trucks and other vehicles took the men from one 
street to another. They desperately saved Drayton's store 
and post office. The telephonist stayed inside dealing with 

the heavy traffic of phone calls until the lines were burnt 
down. As the men were trying to protect Drayton's store 
and post office, they were called to save Marshall’s bakery 
and the houses owned by the Smith brothers. Before they 
reached the bakery, the premises was engulfed in flames, so 
they worked on rescuing the other houses. The fire reached 
to within about 50 metres of Payne's garage which had the 
underground tanks of petrol.

Torquay was without electric light and power, and many 
people were left homeless from the fire. Holiday homes 
had been let to the families of Calvary men, so the town 
population was larger than usual for March. As Radio 3GL 
highlighted the outcome of the fire, it was overwhelmed 
with offers of accommodation for victims of the fire. People 
in Geelong offered their homes and those who had holiday 
homes in Torquay unaffected by the fires opened them up to 
those now without a home.

Pillaging was rampant throughout the night. Furniture 
and personal belongings that residents had removed 
from threatened houses were interfered with. The military 
established a picket during the night, and the next day a town 
picket of ten men was maintained as a precaution against 
further thieving. The licensee of the Palace Hotel (Mrs. Evans) 
reported liquor stolen and Doc Hughes lost his stock of 
groceries. 

By morning the Post Office was in heavy demand as people 
flocked there to send messages to family and friends that 
they were safe. Two members of the Second Cavalry Division 
Signals, Torquay Camp, were made available to assist the 
postal clerk (Mr Bert Lee) who suffered severe burns to both 
feet the previous day. The telephonist, who had remained on 
duty during the fire and eventually left for the safety of the 
beach, collapsed and had to receive medical attention.

In the aftermath of the fire, the Geelong Advertiser (18/3/1940) 
reported thousands of people visited Torquay to see the ruins 
caused by the fire. Street after street was lined with cars. The 
police, who were assisted by military men, had a difficult task 
in regulating the traffic. 

Post-fire, locals contemplated their loss and how a grass fire 
could raze a town which had been cleared of the virgin timber. 
People never thought of Torquay as being in danger of a fire. 
They looked for lessons learnt.

There were many suggestions as to how the fire could have 
been prevented. Basil Drayton, a member of the Torquay 
Volunteer Fire Brigade, believed fire breaks to be the answer. 
Two years earlier they set out to clear the thick grass and 
other vegetation surrounding the properties in the township. 
The volunteer firemen offered to do the work for 5/- going 
towards the purchase of fire-fighting equipment. While some 
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TIA Hall

took up the offer, many didn't, and nothing had been 
done before the summer of 1940. He believed in creating 
effective fire breaks prepared in the late spring or early 
summer before the danger period arrived. South Barwon 
Shire recommended to the next Municipal Association 
conference that a uniform by-law be adopted to deal 
with undergrowth on vacant allotments and ensure other 
bushfire protection actions. They also reviewed better 
access and drainage to the properties and passed their 
own better building standards.

As a result of another year of devastating Victorian bushfires, 
the Bush Fire Brigade made a plea for representatives to 
attend the forest officers conference. The intention was to 
improve communication between the Forests Commission 
and the brigades, as well as increase authority for the Bush 
Fire Brigade to enforce the removal of fire hazards. They 
also pushed for more bush fire brigades to be formed. 
Evidence of the fires across the State in March showed 
that where there was a brigade, the damage in the area 
was reduced. The cost of equipping a new brigade with 12 
knapsack pumps was $30. 

Barely had the fire ceased smouldering when plans 
for rebuilding commenced. The Torquay Improvement 
Association (TIA) moved quickly to repair the tennis courts 
on Beales Street in time for the annual Easter tournaments; 
then there was the planning to rebuild the hall. 

The rebuilding of houses was another matter. Most of the 
97 destroyed homes were insured, but there were those 
with no or little insurance, and many did not have contents 
insurance. 

Throughout winter there was the clang of the builder's 
hammer as 47 buildings, including the new public hall, were 
completed by the end of the year in time for the holiday 
season. There were still chimneys standing as sentinels over 
the ruins of former dwellings and blackened trees bearing 
evidence of the raging fire nine months earlier. Torquay 
learned its lesson from the disaster. The TIA bought land 
for the establishment of a fire station and on 1 January 
1941, the Victorian Country Fire Brigades Board took over 
control of the volunteer fire brigade. The town celebrated 
the opening of the new hall and prepared for its holiday 
season rush.   

Photos: 
Gear Family Collection
Jan Voss
Marg Bath
Sharron Gawler
Jennifer Bawden
Geelong Advertiser

Map of half the houses and 
buildings that were destroyed in 

the 1940 fire.

Duffield's Store

Marshall's Bakery

Parker family house 'Davaar'

Harrison family house 'Alva'

Harrison family house 
'Tahuna'

House Andrew Ross
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BIRD MAN
     OF TORQUAY

Retiring to a house on The Esplanade opposite 
Fisherman's Beach was the perfect location for a 
bird lover like Jack O'Mara.

Alf Stewart was a hoarder! During his 
working career he was a clerk-of-courts. 
When the O’Mara family were cleaning 
out the sheds on the Torquay property 
they found boxes and boxes of court 
documents from the Beechworth and 
Winchelsea court houses going back to 
the 1850’s. For example, Henry Hopkins, 
Wormbete squatter at Winchelsea, had 
a pretty serious dispute with the teacher 
who operated the Wormbete school, 
over agistment of the teacher’s horse. 
Henry took court action. The chain of 
documents was there to see. The O’Mara 
family think that Alf was told to destroy 
the documents when the courts closed 
down but instead took them home. The 
boxes were donated to the Winchelsea 
and Beechworth Historical Societies.

Jack O’Mara was born in Sandringham on 13 October 
1912 to John and Hannah O’Mara. He was the eldest of 
seven sons and one daughter. The O'Mara family were 

the first non-indigenous people to live in Sandringham. 
The nearest next-door-neighbour resided in St Kilda. Jack's 
great X 3 grandfather arrived in Hobart under a witness 
protection program after giving evidence in a murder trial.

Jack died in a Geelong nursing home on 21 October 2002 
twelve months after his wife Elma. They had moved to 
Torquay in 1970, living on The Esplanade across from 
where the toilet block is now above Fisherman’s Beach 
and not far from Taylor Park. The reason for the move was 
to act as aged carers for Elma's parents. 

In the 1940's the O'Mara family would holiday in the shack, 
(which has now vanished) alongside the main house, (still 

JACK O'MARA
standing), that grandfather Alf Stewart built. Family history has it that 
some of the house was built from bits washed up from the wreck of 
the Scammell. Back in the 1940's The Esplanade was a sand track 
wandering through the dunes. You might have got a car along today 
or it might be next week. Down on the beach there was a large piece 
of steel sticking up. Probably one of the Scammell's ribs. If you hunted 
through the dunes you would find bits of Scammell wreckage. 

Jack was a life member of the Geelong Performing Arts Centre and the 
Henry Lawson Memorial and Literary Society. He was a carpenter by 
trade, a life member of the Building Workers Industrial Union, and a 
member of the Communist Party until it wound up in 1991. Why did 
he become a Communist? His family are not sure. Possibly because 
when he finished his joinery apprenticeship in the 1930s depression 
he was unemployed for the next few years. Possibly he was influenced 
by his first father-in-law who was the son of a Chinese tin miner, and 
a foundation member of the Australian Communist Party. Jack's son 
Mick said that his father "was a strong-willed man - you had to be if 
you were a communist in the 1950s, but he made friends across the 
political divide. The former Liberal Premier Rupert Hamer became a 
friend during the construction of the Geelong Performing Arts Centre 
in the 1970s and 80s." As a tradesman Jack was a perfectionist. He 
built a beautiful boardroom table for the Performing Arts Centre 
out of jarrah. When the table was placed in the boardroom the air-
conditioner open up cracks in the top. Jack took it home, pulled it 

Photos: John Farnan
Story by Cheryl Baulch and Mick O'Mara



Page 13 | Page 12 | 

apart and did the whole thing again. He was a good friend 
of Bob Hawke's. He actually did the extension to Bob's 
Sandringham house in the 1960's.

For 15 years he wrote the weekly 'Trades Hall Talk' column 
for the Geelong Advertiser. The former editor, Daryl McLure, 
said Jack was a dyed-in-the-wool communist and a man 
with "tremendous compassion … he never bore a grudge, 
and even if he disagreed with someone politically, he 
never cut them off”. 

Jack was involved in the industrial campaign of 1946 as a 
militant unionist. During the Second World War the unions 
received a six shillings per week loading under the Defence 
Award. This award also provided a travel allowance and 
inclement weather conditions.  The Defence Award was 
cancelled after the war triggering an industry-wide strike 
of all the building unions. Historically, the union had been 
weak, mainly because of the depression when people 
were afraid of being sacked. In this case, there was a go-
slow strike which lasted for six months. In the end, the 
union achieved a settlement involving two weeks annual 
leave and a one day a week inclement weather allowance.  

In 1974 Jack was elected president of the Geelong 
Trades and Labor Council. He was the first member of 
the Australian Communist Party to be elected to that 
post. He had been an active member in the Building 
Workers’ Industrial Union for some years and an official 
of the union, as well as secretary of the Building Trades 
Federation. The ship Coden dispute was one of the largest 

conflicts the union had been involved in up to that time. 
The Waterside Workers’ Federation supported the action 
of the rank and file waterside workers to stop work. Police 
acted against the meat workers who were picketing the 
ship to prevent the export of livestock for slaughter at a 
time of unemployment in their industry.

Committed to local decision making, Jack stood as a 
Communist Party of Australia (CPA) candidate on a 
number of occasions for the Moorabbin council before 
moving to Torquay.

Jack became involved in the Geelong Trades and 
Labor Council; hence it became more militant and 
active. At the time Geelong was dominated by multi-
national corporations such as the Ford Motor Company, 
International Harvester, ALCOA, and the Shell Oil Company, 
and clashes between these interests and the workers led 
to more conscious and active unionism.

Jack’s belief in freedom, equality, reform and 
internationalism found him fighting for the Rosenberg's 
during 1953. In the United States, Julius and Ethel 
Rosenberg were convicted in 1951 of spying on behalf 
of the Soviet Union by providing top-secret information 
about radar, sonar, jet propulsion engines and nuclear 
weapon designs. Together with a delegation of union, 
professional men and clergy they joined the global 
campaign for clemency. They approached US Ambassador 
Jarman to pass on to President Eisenhower a demand for 
clemency for the Rosenbergs.. The aim was to prevent the 
proposed execution. The group doubted the justice of 
the conviction and pleaded for humanity. It was believed 
the Rosenberg's were victims of a “red hysteria” that was 
claiming politicians too as the FBI checked on people’s 
“loyalty”. Jack was reported as stating “an execution would 
be met with deep hostility by the Australian people”. An 
electric shock executed them at the Sing Sing correctional 
center.

Jack was well-read, and especially loved Henry Lawson’s 
work. He often closed Trades Hall meetings with a 
recitation! Jack was also a bird-lover. He cared greatly for 
sick and injured animals and had an immense knowledge 
of the penguins in particular. This love of birds possibly 
came from his unemployed years. His income came from 
working as a golf caddy. Jobs would have been few and far 
between. To occupy his time, he taught himself to mimic 
all sorts of bird calls,

After retiring from the building trade and serving many 
years as an official of the Building Worker’s Industrial union 
and later President of the Geelong Trades Hall Council, Jack 
O’Mara moved to Torquay in the 1970s after inheriting a 

house from his father-in-law, Alf Stewart’s Estate. In 1922 
Alf owned ‘Cooee ’ one of Torquay’s historical houses that 
at one time stood on the corner of Bell Street and The 
Esplanade featuring in many of the old Torquay photos. 
Alf sold the house to the Wilson’s before moving to the 
other end of The Esplanade opposite Fisherman’s Beach 
in the 1930s. Jack and Elma spent much of their time in 
retirement caring for native birds. 

While living in Torquay Jack supported Roger Napthine 
when he avoided the National Draft for conscription 

during the Vietnam war. In an interview for Victoria Labor 
Roger describes moving from house to house, receiving 
a call with the message’ get boots tonight’. Then the car 
arrived, and he was whisked away, lying on the back seat 
with a blanket over him, to yet another safe house. If there 
were unknown cars outside of that house then he would 
not be delivered. One of those houses was the O’Mara’s in 
Torquay. A few people in town were aware of the situation. 
After a while Roger worked with Jack before moving on to 
another safe house, but he was eventually caught by the 
police.

In 1974 over a weekend, Jack hosted a Congress for 
International Co-operation and Disarmament (CICD) 
workshop. Penny Pollitt was the guest speaker. She was 
en route to England after being released from detention 
in Santiago, Chile. While she spoke at length about the 
coup, she found it difficult to talk about her detention in 
the stadium where many were tortured.

Backed by Torquay Improvement Association, Jack 
O’Mara (committee member 1974–76) suggested to the 
Trustees in March 1974, that a manmade pond be built 
at Taylor Park to lure more species of birds. The Taylor 
family liked the idea of a memorial pool dedicated to the 
many family members who had been very active in the 

town. They were prepared to donate funds and arrange 
construction. The pond was completed in 1976 with the 
help of some government funding and has become home 
to many varieties of birds as well as a source of enjoyment 
and relaxation to many over the years.  After Jack's death 
about $10,000 was donated to the Taylor Park committee 
to help renovate the pool.

Jack’s love of birds and his care for the sick and injured was 
legendary in our little coastal town. He became known as 
the ‘birdman’. Jack caught the attention of the national 
television program A Current Affair hosted by Jana Wendt 
and he was interviewed by Debra Byrne about the work 
he was doing saving penguins. 

The interview can be seen on our Youtube Channel 

https://youtu.be/H4mkiEGi6rk     h     
Jack died in 2002 with his will requesting the property be 
turned into a bird sanctuary. The area that remained in the 
estate was 4 small blocks on Felix Cres, It was decided by 
the O'Mara family that a bird sanctuary in Felix Cres. was 
not practical. Instead about 30 acres of native forest was 
purchased from Midway that they had planned to wood 
chip. The area purchased enabled the southern part of 
the Otways to have a wild life corridor to the northern 
Otways in the Sabine Falls area above Apollo Bay. After 
purchase the land was donated to "The Trust for Nature".  
From there it went to Parks Victoria with agreement that 
it remain in the public domain. After everything was 
finalized, Jack's and Elma's, and also Elma's parents', ashes 
were scattered at Sabine Falls.  
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PETTIGROVE
FAMILY MEMORIES

John and Wilma Pettigrove were much loved members 
of our Torquay community. John was a stalwart of 
the Torquay Surf Lifesaving Club representing the 
club with distinction for many, many years. They 
were valued members of the Torquay Golf Club, and 
many locals will remember dining on Wilma’s home 
cooking when they ran Two Bays in the 1970s, and 
the dining room was a popular place to eat. 

Their son Gary shares with us his memories of his long 
family connection with Torquay and granddaughter 
Claire shares a story she wrote about her family 
when she was a15 year old.

Vera Dorothy Austin (Docky) was born in Torquay 
on 25 November 1903 in a cottage on the corner 
of Coombs Rd and Geelong Rd Torquay. The 
cottage is no longer standing. 

Docky attended Torquay Primary School from 
1908 and planted some of the trees in Taylor 
Park as part of the Torquay school tree program. 
She had delight in showing her grandchildren 
which trees she planted.

Her father, Thomas Edward Austin was born in 
1875 at Mt Duneed. Her mother was Mary Annie 
Mezelia Boosey who migrated to Geelong from 
France and lived at Mt Duneed as a child. Thomas 
and Mary married at the Mt Duneed church in 
January 1903 and had eight children. Docky was 
the eldest child and was connected to Torquay 
all her life. 

Thomas Austin followed his father James Austin 
into being a Cobb and Co. driver who travelled 
from Geelong to Lorne and at times to Apollo 
Bay and back on a regular route. He was also a 
farmhand, shearer and labourer on farms around 
Bellbrae. He used to cross Spring Creek near 
the Torquay Surf Life Saving Club and travelled 
behind the sand dunes past the Jan Juc Surf Life 

Saving Club, Bells Beach and onto Anglesea and Lorne.

Docky's Grandfather, James Austin, was born at Portland 
in 1843 and married his wife Mary Ann Mansfield in 1861 
in the Mt Duneed Church. They also had eight children, 
of which Thomas was child number five. Between 1880 
and 1900 James worked on the Cobb and Co. coaches. He 
also worked as a shearer and farm hand on farms in the 
Modewarre and Bellbrae areas.

Docky married William Ernest Stanley Pettigrove on 2 
April 1925 in Torquay. William visited Torquay for his family 
summer holidays, and they first met at the Torquay camp 
park. When they married, they moved to Coburg for their 
married life. Docky operated a florist shop, and William 
worked at a foundry. They supported their extended family 
during the 1930s depression in their single-fronted house 
until times improved.

The extended Pettigrove and Austin families continued 
to visit Torquay together every summer for their holidays. 
They travelled down in a furniture van with all supplies. 
They swam, surfed, fished, cray-fished at the beaches 
and camped in the Torquay camp park with an expanding 
extended family. They all loved a cray or two for dinner. This 
appreciation for a crayfish summer treat carried on as a 
tradition through William and Docky's four children and 14 
grandchildren.

BY GARY PETTIGROVE & CLAIRE 
SABATINO (PETTIGROVE)

Trevor, John & Jim

Docky with her crays

Photos: Claire Sabatino and Peter Pettigrove
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William and Docky had four sons -Trevor, James, John and 
Raymond, who all enjoyed Torquay holidays for many 
years to come. Ray was married in the Anderson St Church 
Torquay, and John and his wife Wilma moved their family to 
live in Torquay and operate a range of businesses from 1969 
to 1997. John was a foundation member of the Torquay Surf 
Life Saving Club in 1947.
William and Docky retired in 1968 back to Torquay permanently 
from the "big smoke" and lived in a small house on a double 
block at the corner of Parkside Cres and Grandview Drive. 
They grew and bred roses as their hobby and won many rose 
show awards. Docky was an active member of the Torquay 
Country Women's Association (CWA). They celebrated their 
50th Wedding anniversary in Two Bays Guest House on the 
Esplanade in Torquay in 1975.

William passed away in 1975 and Docky in 1978. They are 
buried together in the Bellbrae cemetery. Their son, John 
and his wife Wilma are also buried there. Docky's father 
and mother Thomas and Mary Austin and Grandfather and 
Grandmother James and Mary Austin are also buried in the 
Bellbrae Cemetery.

William and Docky 
Pettigrove 50th Wedding 
Anniversary at Two Bays 
Torquay with sons (L-R) 
Ray, John, Jim and Trevor.

John pinning medal on 
Gary

2002 John & Wilma Wilma Pettigrove christening the John 
Pettigrove Surfboat

Young John Pettigrove 
in 1938
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Claire wrote this story as a school assignment while she was 
in the early stage of Year 9 at Grovedale Secondary College. 

In it she describes the early days of holidaying in Torquay, 
and her grandfather's long term dedication to ensuring 
as many people as possible are able to enjoy the area's 
beautiful beaches. We feel sure that her story will spark 
memories among many readers.

My Grandpa John Edward Pettigrove was born on the 
1 January 1932 and has always loved the beach. He has 
wonderful memories of his time spent in the surf and on 
the sand.

John's mother Vera Dorothy (Docky) was born in Torquay 
and his grandparents and great-grandparents James and 
Mary Anne Austin lived in Torquay. 

John's grandfather, Tom Austin, was a shearer in the winter 
and in the summer he drove Cobb and Co coaches from 
Geelong to Apollo Bay and back again. On the return trip he 
would stop off at Torquay and have a much needed wash 
in a well, situated where the Torquay Golf Course is today. 
That way they would be spick and span for their overnight 
stay at the Torquay Hotel called The Coffee Palace. Then 
they would change horses and drive to Geelong the next 
day, then on to Daylesford, Ballarat, Cohuna and lastly 
Echuca. 

John's father Will Pettigrove was a good fisherman and for 
the family holidays they would drive down in a furniture 
van from Melbourne (where they lived) . They would camp 
for two weeks at the Torquay Camping Ground and fish at 
Half Moon Bay, now called Jan Juc. When they had a catch 
his mother would clean the fish and their family would eat 
it for dinner. Once the two weeks were over, the furniture 
van would come down and collect them all and take them 
back to Melbourne. 

During holidays at the beach they would sing songs and 
sit and watch the fishermen for entertainment. Back then 
there was no T.V and they did not have a radio. 

When John was a bit older, as a recreational activity people 
used what was known then as an ironing board to ride the 

waves at the beach. At that time there were no surfboards. 
These ironing boards were flat boards made of timber. If 
you were lucky enough to know someone who could bend 
wood, they would bend the front tip of your board with 
steam. A board with a bend at the front was called a body 
shooter. 

Every so often John's mother would give him 2 shillings, 
which is equal to 20 cents, to wait  for the fishermen to 
come onto the beach and then buy crayfish from them. 
He would then take them home live for his mother to cook 
for dinner. The crayfish were huge. Nowdays people might 
have to pay around $200 for similar sized ones! 

One thing that clearly stands out in John's mind are the 
sand dunes at the beach. When they would go to the beach 
in the summer the sand dunes were extremely hot to walk 
on. They had no thongs, so you could walk no further than 
3 or 4 paces before your feet would burn. As a result, to 
cross the sand dunes you would take a towel, stand on it at 
the start of the dunes, run 3 or 4 steps and stand on your 
towel again. This had to be repeated many times until you 
reached the beach. 

Unfortunately, many of the sand dunes are now just 
memories, as they have been replaced with grass and cliffs. 

When John was a young man, the people of Torquay 
heard that a swimsuit called "the bikini" was to make its 
first appearance on the Torquay Beach. This news excited 
all the men and boys; they couldn't wait. It was going to 
be a bold change from the large woollen swimsuits which 
women wore then. 

All of the males (including John) lay on the side of the path 
coming over the sand dunes waiting for "the bikini girl" 
to arrive. Finally, over she came. It was to him one of the 
greatest thrills ever, even to this day. Despite the fact the 
bikini was quite big and covered a fair amount of skin, It still 
caused much of a stir on the beach that day. 

Everyone in those days wanted a tan, and sun-screen was 
unheard of. People would apply coconut oil to their bodies 
so they would burn and then tan. Some people would want 
a tan so badly that they would lie on the sand in aluminium 
foil. Nobody wore sun protection.

Sunglasses and rash vests were non-existent, and hats were 
rarely seen at the beach. Because of their need for tanned 
skin, people still are paying the price for their actions, with 
the odd skin cancer and in some cases melanomas. John 
is one of these people. He has had many skin cancers and 
according to his skin specialist has probably the worst 
skin that he has seen because of his constant exposure 
to the sun throughout his life. He has hardly any skin 
pigmentation left on his body. Maybe spending eight hours 

in the sun every day was not a safe option. 

When John was 15 years old the Torquay Surf Life Saving 
Club started; this was the year of 1947. All the boys 
couldn't wait to join the surf club, but you couldn't get your 
Bronze Medallion until you were 16 years old back then. He 
joined in 1947 and gained his Bronze Medallion in 1949. 
After getting his Bronze, John was the only Junior Surf Life 
Saver at Torquay and he competed in the Junior Surf Race, 
Musical Flags (as it was known then) and the Beach Sprint 
competitions. 

Not many people went to the surf beach then because they 
were scared of the rough conditions. The group on patrol 
would then only have to look out for around 20 people. The 
Surf Life Savers would fill in their time by doing exercises 
on the beach, such as weight lifting by lifting up people, and 
high jump on the sand dunes. 

John competed for the Torquay Surf Life Saving Club for 
over 45 years. This is the club record! In that time he has 
competed in 35 Australian titles in which he has received 
many medals. 

John has been involved in many surf rescues, including a 
large one at Torquay and another at Portsea. 

The rescue at Portsea was at a surf carnival where 27 
people were washed out to sea. There were only about 
five people available to perform the rescue. They rescued 
them in boats and the people had to hang on the sides 
until they were safely on shore. This rescue, in particular, 
was extremely scary. 

The other mass rescue was at the Torquay Surf Beach. 
People were swimming in a patrolled area, and around 
50 of them got swept out to sea. There were about 20 
people on patrol that day, so they rescued the distressed 

swimmers. 

John organized the first night surf carnival in Victoria 
in which there were more than 200 competitors and 
thousands of spectators. 

John was one of the initiators of lifeguards being used 
on Torquay and Jan Juc beaches. There were, at the time, 
lifeguards in Sydney but that was all. Once school children 
in Victoria went back to school in January, beaches were 
not patrolled. It was decided that the beaches needed to 
be safe even after the school holidays. This decision was 
made when John was the Vice President of the Torquay 
Surf Life Saving Club. 

In 1969 John received the John Wishart Medal. This was 
given to him because he was the top all round Surf Life 
Saver in Victoria. He was first nominated by the Torquay 
Surf Life Saving Club and then that went to a panel in 
Melbourne who decided. 

My uncle, Gary Pettigrove also has received this prestigious 
award and they are the only Father and Son to have ever 
both been Wishart medal winners. 

John has had a surf boat named after him in gratitude 
for his service to Surf Life Saving, both in the water, and 
around the Torquay Surf Club. 

1922 Austin Family

The John Pettigrove Surfboat in action
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In 1992-93 John, along with other concerned Torquay 
people formed a committee to prevent the caravan 
park extending its boundary to the bank of Spring 
Creek. This would have restricted access to the beach 
for locals and visitors. The only people permitted 
would have been campers at the caravan park and 
members of the surf club. John realized that this 
extension was an extremely bad idea He didn't want 
his grand children to miss out on the opportunity 
to play and swim at the beautiful surf beach he had 
always been able to go to. This committee was called 
the Torquay Outrage Committee. 

To stop the expansion of the caravan park he 
petitioned around Torquay. "Protest Against a 
Torquay Foreshore Caravan Park Development" and 
managed to get 6,000 signatures by the end. Luckily, 
as we all know, the petition was successful and we are 
now free to use the surf beach at any time. Recently 
they have revamped the Torquay Common (the 
proposed development location) into a beautiful area 
for walking, riding bikes and picnics. 

In the year 1994, John was given the great responsibility 
of being the Torquay Surf Life Saving Club President. 
He served this position well for two years. 

John never missed a patrol since he gained his Bronze 
Medallion in 1949. For this, he received a letter on 
10 March 1994 awarding him the National Patrol 
Service Award. Also in that year, John was made the 
first Life Member of the Victorian Surf Boat Rowers 
Association in recognition of his services to Surf Boats 
over the years of Surf Boat competition. 

In November 2000, John was awarded the Australian 
Sports Medal in acknowledgement for his services to 
Surf Life Saving. 

John believes he is a very lucky man to live and be 
involved in such a wonderful area. He thinks that 
Torquay has the best three beaches in Australia, all in 
close proximity to each other, and covering the needs 
of the young to the elderly. 

All in all I believe that my grandfather John is a fantastic 
person and his contribution to our coast has been 
amazing. I personally thank him dearly for all the hard 
work he has put into making our beaches safe and 
fun for everybody, and I am sure that the people who 
read this will agree.  

OUR HOLIDAY HOUSE

REMEMBERING 
OLD TIMES IN 
TORQUAY

Daniel O McIntyre, was the grandson of early Portland Bay 
settlers. His grandfather, originally from Scotland arrived in 
Tasmania and left as a servant of the Henty’s when they came 
to settle on the mainland. They moved to the Penshurst and 
Hamilton area developing the sheep station ‘Glenoe ’. Daniel 
was the eldest boy of ten children. Daniel went to work as 
a clerk with William Picken Carr, a prominent Geelong Real 
Estate Agent and owner of considerable property in Torquay. 
Later Daniel became a partner in the firm before moving to 
other firms and eventually establishing his own business. He 
sold many Torquay properties and found the town a wonderful 
place to holiday. Daniel was also very involved in community 
affairs. He was secretary of the Geelong Agricultural Show 
and played an important role in the development of the 
Great Ocean Road. Elizabeth, always known as Bessie was 
the youngest of three surviving children. She shares her 
memories of those early days of Torquay.

John & Gary Pettigrove

John & Gary Pettigrove

Bessie McIntyre
Photo: McIntyre Family Collection

Daniel McIntyre
Photo: McIntyre Family Collection
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himself in his car, leaving a note saying he could not cope 
with the accusations. Mr Harrison’s nephew, Doc Hughes, 
took over the store and carried on the business for many 
years. The burned down building was re-built and still 
stands today as a very popular ice-cream shop (Frenchy’s).

From the age of about nine I became a very enthusiastic 
tennis player. Torquay had four tennis courts behind the 
Torquay Hall. The courts were on view from our Price Street 
house just opposite. Mr & Mrs Hosford were the secretary/
managers of the courts and during school holidays the 
courts attracted quite a lot of players. As one arrived at the 
courts your name was entered and Mrs Hosford would mix 
up the fours for each court, so plenty of play was always 
ensured. In later years, lights were attached to the first of 
the lower courts and I enjoyed many happy hours of night 
tennis there.

During the late 1920s a number of seaside houses were 
built in Torquay by Geelong business men. On The 
Esplanade, corner of Gilbert Street, it was already the home 
of E J Taylor. Next was the Higgins home and then coming 
towards Anderson Street the Ingpen home and next again 
on the corner of Anderson Street was the Pettitt home.

Next to the new store on The Esplanade a new home 
was built by Mr J F Ingram and in Pride Street one by Mr 
J C Collins. All these names were well known in Geelong 
business circles. We all knew one another and holidays 
were fun.

In Price Street, on the corner of Pride Street abutting the 
new store, a large seaside house (including a tennis court) 
was built by the Gray family. On the southern corner of 
Price Street and The Esplanade another store was built and 
then following The Esplanade to the south were the already 
existing holiday homes of Mrs Best, the Glovers and the 
Woods families.

My mother sold our Torquay home after my father died in 
1932. It was burned to the ground after bushfires raced 
through Torquay in 1940.

In those days all swimming was done on the front beach. 
Level with Anderson Street, a life belt was housed, and level 
with Gilbert Street the remains of the Joseph H Scammell 
were deeply embedded in the sand.

The back beach was opened up during the Second World 
War by the American soldiers who were in camp in Torquay. 
After that surfing became well known and the “Surf Beach” 
became very popular.

Years later as a married woman, our family purchased a 
house in Gilbert Street. 

Gilbert Street House

Bessie and husband Bob 
celebrating their 40th wedding 
anniversary

During the 1920s, when I was a very small child, my parents 
purchased a holiday house in Price Street, Torquay – right 
opposite the Torquay Hall. It was a “real fun” holiday 
house. There was no electricity in Torquay in those days, 
only kerosene lamps and all the cooking was done on a 
wood stove. We had a large tank for water supplies and 
of course an old fashioned toilet in the far corner of the 
back yard. Holidays were always so much fun. Some of my 
memories of Torquay that we enjoyed in this holiday home 
have always stayed with me.

Our house was the first house on the south side of Price 
Street as you came from Geelong Road. Next to us was the 
house owned by Mr & Mrs Collins (Collins Bros Woollen 
Mills), then “Seaforth” and “Marram” both owned by 
Ballarat families. Then there was vacant land to Munday 
Street. Across Munday Street was a cow paddock adjoining 
Melba House Guest House owned by Mrs. Grundy. Next in 
Price Street was St Heliers Guest house facing Pride Street 
and then vacant land to the beach.

On the north side of Price Street starting from the west 
end, the first home was owned by Mr White of Mt Duneed 
and used by the White family as their seaside home – 
then vacant land to the Torquay Hall which was directly 
opposite our home. Next was a vacant block but after a 
few years a modern house was built there by Mrs Morman 
who had a homeopathic medicine shop attached.

Next was the Torquay timber yard – owned and operated 
by my mother’s brother Jack Smith. He owned two houses 
adjoining the timber yard but facing Munday Street. “The 
Doss” was his family home, and the house on the corner 
had a shop frontage and from time to time operated as 
a small general store. The opposite corner had a house 
“Eleanora” also owned by my uncle, and then facing Pride 
Street was the Church of England Church Hall. From there, 
land in Price Street was vacant right to the beach.

At beach level there were numerous bathing boxes. My 

family did not own a bathing box, but leased one right at 
the bottom of Price Street and owned by Mrs Brough who 
owned the land adjoining our house to the west side. Our 
box was just a single one, but others had two divisions – 
ladies and mens – and often a front verandah to be used 
when too hot or too wet to sit on the sand. At really high 
tide, the sea lapped right up to the boxes.

When I first holidayed at Torquay, the only four general 
stores were Drayton’s Store and Post Office in Gilbert 
Street (where the Newsagent is now), Hughes Store on 
The Esplanade (next door to where Growlers is now) 
and the soft drinks and ice cream kiosk was opposite 
Hughes shop on the foreshore and was also operated by 
Mr Hughes. The third general store was on the corner of 
Anderson and Pride Streets and was known as “Duffields” 
and the fourth was in Bell Street owned by the Molyneaux 
family who also operated the Geelong/Torquay bus line. 
Torquay also had its own butcher shop – “Pescuds” – on 
the corner of Munday and Anderson Streets, and in later 
years Walkers opened in Gilbert Street.

Milk was delivered in a horse drawn vehicle of course, 
by Mr Ernie Bone. The billy was always left out for the 
milk delivery. Fruit and vegetables were delivered by the 
Dryden family in their horse and cart too. Their produce 
was so fresh and so tempting, having been picked from 
their own orchard just a mile or two away.

In the mid-twenties, Mr & Mrs Rau opened a mixed 
business in Anderson Street just up from Munday Street 
on the north side. This was a large store, selling groceries 
and fruit and vegetables.

About the same time, a large new modern store was to 
be built on the north corner of The Esplanade and Price 
Street. I have no doubt my father sold this land to the 
prospective store owner. (My father was the senior partner 
in the Estate Agency firm of D O McIntyre Pty Ltd) because 
he was very interested in the progress of the building. On 
several occasions after he had come to Torquay after work 
he would take me for a walk to see how the building was 
progressing. One evening he said the store was to open 
the next day and probably the ice cream would be already 
in store, so down we went to be the first samplers of the 
ice cream!! The store was spacious and part of it was set 
aside with tables, polished wood floor (for dancing) and 
a player piano. It was to be a haven for young people. I 
remember being given a lemonade spider to enjoy whilst 
my father chatted with the owner.

Before morning this lovely new building was burned to the 
ground. A few days later Mr Harrison – whose store was 
some two hundred metres along The Esplanade – shot 

The town many years later 
Photo: State Library Victoria
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CONVICT FOOTPRINTS

Thomas and Amy (nee Hope) Bubb raised their 
family of three sons in Bristol, England. Thomas 
by trade was a wheelwright, and together they 
ran a stagecoach business.

Located on the River Avon, Bristol became the 
second most important city in England after 
London during the 17th Century. Bristol's early 
wealth was built on shipping with trade routes 
to European countries. The main export was 
woollen cloth with other exports, including coal, 
lead and animal hides. Bristol was also famous 
for its involvement in the slave trade between 
West Africa and the American colonies. This 
trade peaked in the mid-18th Century before the 
abolition of slavery in 1807. 

HENRY 

BUBB 

HENRY BUBB as identified by his son Henry 
Bubb Jnr.
Photo source Jennifer Hewson

By the 19th Century, the success of Bristol's port was 
beginning to decline, though it would continue to send 
some ships to Australia. Harry Bubb (1811-1878) would 
likely have preferred to be a crew member on one of these 
ships. Instead, Harry, Thomas and Amy's second son, 
travelled to Australia on board the convict ship Moffatt.

Harry had 'run-ins' with the law from the age of sixteen 
when he and three others stole a coat and some cutlery.  
He was literate and working as a poulterer at the time. 
After giving evidence for the Crown, Harry spent only 
five days in jail while the charges were dismissed for one 
lad and the other two were sentenced to seven years 
transportation.

In 1833 Harry married Sarah Bragg, and the following year 
both were convicted of stealing a donkey, the property 
of William Hitchman. The donkey was found in Sarah's 
possession. She was taken before the Mayor who presided 
over the court hearing. Sarah said that if the court would 
let her take home her goods that were on the donkey, 
she would return the donkey to its owner that night. 
This was consented to. However, Sarah didn't return the 
donkey and was found a few days later driving it. The jury 
acquitted Harry and found Sarah guilty, imposing three 
months' imprisonment with hard labour. Later, the police 
charged Harry with having stolen a donkey belonging to 
Henry Harris after the presentation of proof that he had 
sold the donkey to another person. He was found guilty 

and given six months' imprisonment with hard labour to 
be served at the Ilchester goal, Somerset. 

Harry's punishment didn't deter him from again stealing 
goods. On 8 August 1835, just eighteen months after 
his last conviction Harry was back in the same court for 
stealing six pigeons from O. Fodden. This time the court 
sentenced him to seven years transportation.   

It wasn't until early 1836 that preparations were made 
for Harry and 398 other male convicts to begin their 
journey to Australia. They were scheduled to leave 
aboard the 30-year-old barque Moffatt on 7 May. The 
week before departing the men were inspected while on 
the hulks at Woolwich and Portsmouth and found to be 
healthy; however, they became chilled when compelled 
to wash before leaving the hulks in inadequate clothing. 
The prisoners were probably conveyed to the Moffatt in 
open boats; together these acts later gave rise to catarrh, 
rheumatism and pneumonia.

Captain Thomas Bolton and Surgeon Superintendent 
John Smith supervised the prisoners supported by a 
military guard of two officers. Twenty-nine rank and file 
of the 28th Regiment and their families were passengers 
on board. 

The voyage took 116 days with only three deaths during 
the journey. It was John Smith's third voyage as surgeon-
superintendent on a convict ship. In his Medical Journal 
John describes his feelings as well as recording his 
medical cases. There were ten severe cases of scurvy 
amongst the prisoners and also milder cases not listed 
in his journal. John Smith thought the crew was for the 
most part, composed of seedy characters inflicted with 
scurvy. He felt that food provisions were of poor quality. 
There were many cases mentioned on the surgeon's sick 
list; however, most were common and slight, and there 
were no serious accidents. 

Every possible means was used to prevent disease; the 
passengers and convicts were often allowed on deck and 
kept moving as much as possible. The decks were kept as 
clean and dry as possible with fresh air entering the ship 
through the large portholes which were kept open, and 
stoves were used in damp, cold weather.

The surgeon's summary of the journey suggested a 
disagreement between himself and Captain Bolton. The 
Moffatt did not stop at the Cape for fresh provisions. He 
had asked Captain Bolton to make the stop because some 
crew and prisoners were inflicted with scurvy, but making 
Australia in the shortest possible time was the Captain's 
objective. John Smith recommended that surgeons 
should be able to compel the master of a vessel to enter  
port to secure fresh food if necessary.

Ilchester Goal (Jail)
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Eunice Bubb (nee Looney)   Photo source Jennifer Hewson

As the Moffatt approached the Sydney Heads at 2 pm 
on 30 August, it was blowing a gale from the south. The 
vessel prepared for the pilot to come on board, but none 
appeared. They were battered as they manoeuvred to go 
back out the Heads and bide their time out at sea. The 
main topsail was cut to ribbons. Concerned about the 
safety of all lives, the Captain had the anchors cut. He 
called on the prisoners to join the crew to bring the sail 
in as he steered the vessel away from the rocks. An hour 
later the pilot with some able seamen arrived to help. All 
on board were saved.  

On arrival, Harry and the other convicts were inspected 
and their body features recorded before they were 
assigned into private service or hard labour at a jail. 

Eventually Henry was put into private service, possibly 
at Yass cutting wheat. With a good record, he was given 
his Ticket of Leave in 1840 then his Certificate of Freedom 
in 1843. 

In the early years, very few convicts' wives were able 
to follow their husbands to the colonies. Convicts who 
arrived without their spouses often entered into bigamous 
marriages in the absence of adequate records. In other 
cases, they simply cohabited without formal marriage. 
There was also a general, if mistaken, belief in England 
and the colonies that if one party were transported, both 
parties were released from their marriage and free to 
marry again.

Returning to Sydney, Henry met and married Margaret 
Ann Quin Boobier in 1844. Margaret had her own clashes 
with the law. In 1839 she was charged with "keeping a 
house of ill fame".  In 1843 she was also on the drunkard's 
police list. Henry and Margaret lived in Sydney with Henry 
working as a barber when they were both charged with 
receiving stolen goods.  It appears that the charges 
against Margaret were dropped; however, the charge of 
receiving a shawl belonging to Mrs Higgins stood for Henry 
who received seven years transportation to Hobart, Port 
Arthur penal colony. While awaiting transportation, he 
was sent to Cockatoo Island, located at the junction of the 
Parramatta and Lane Cove River in Sydney Harbour, which 
had just been established as a convict prison.

Henry arrived at Port Arthur in 1845 aboard the vessel 
Louisa. Margaret appears to have followed him to Tasmania 
as she is listed as having died there on 11 December 1852.

Henry was given his Ticket of Leave in 1949 and made a 
marriage application to marry Catherine McKay. It appears 
the marriage never eventuated. Having served his time 
and given a Conditional Pardon in 1850, Henry, as a free 
man crossed Bass Strait to start a new life. He entered 
into a relationship with Eunice Looney, and the family 

bible indicates they were married at Tullamarine on  16 
December 1852 (five days after Margaret died). However, 
no official record can be found of the marriage. Eunice 
from the Isle of Man arrived in 1852 aboard the Martin 
Luther with her mother and two brothers. 

Henry and Eunice originally lived in Tullamarine, where 
their first child Henry Junior was born. The family moved to 
Werribee then on to Mt. Duneed where Henry purchased 

land from William Freeman in 1864. Henry utilized the 
land and set up business as a woodcutter and carter. In 
1871 the family moved to Swampy Creek, known today as 
Anglesea. Henry purchased 100 acres of part Allotment 
5B in old Jan Juc (Bellbrae).  In 1875 Eunice, known as 
Amelia, became ill with serious mental health issues. She 
found herself in and out of hospital, leaving Henry to care 
for her and their children, including newborn Clara.

Henry (senior), father of twelve, died at Swampy Creek in 
1878 and the community provided support and money to 
this family in distress. 

Henry's name was still listed on the Barrabool Rate Books 
in 1881 as the owner of lot 64D, 98 acres. This may have 
been Henry junior though, who also advertised his coach 
service from Geelong to Swampy Creek in 1883 . In 1891 
the Geelong Advertiser described his escape from the 
bushfire that raged along the coast from Jan Juc to Lorne. 

He had to turn the stagecoach 
around, and after driving 
through the flames headed 
home, saving the family and the 
house, but losing the stables. 

Charles Bubb, labourer, (1864-
1929) the sixth child of Henry 
and Eunice Amelia, was the 

father of five children with his 
third wife, Emily Gundry. The 

family lived in a timber house west of Spring Creek near Torquay. Their son Herbert (Bert) was born in 1894, the fourth 
of nine children; he attended Bellbrae Primary School. During the depression of the 1930s, he was one of the 3,000 
workers on the Great Ocean Road. His grandson, Bill Bubb, recalls that Herbert’s sons – Toby, Jim, William and Fred also 
worked on the road as did Bill himself during the last stages. During WW2 Bert and three of his sons - Gordon James, 
John Warwick and Herbert Roy enlisted in 1942. Bert enlisted at Bellbrae joining the 8th Battalion Volunteer Defence 
Corps mainly monitoring air and sea activity from Point Addis. Gordon enlisted in NSW with the 3 AUST Corps PROVOST 
Coy; Herbert enlisted in Queensland as a signalman with the 1 AUST Line Construction Group and John enlisted at the 
8 MD (Military District) which was designated as New Guinea Force, he was discharged from the 23rd Infantry Brigade 
Head Quarters.

After the war Bert built a timber mill on the Anglesea Road supplying the local building trade with Iron Bark, a solid 
hardwood, and they transported flax and hay for the local farming community. The Mill was closed in the late 1950s.

At the front of the Bellbrae Primary School sits a cairn listing students who enlisted in World Wars One and Two. The 
feature that stands out in this information is that two families sent three boys to war - in World War One– Follett and 
McLean; in World War Two – Bubb and Marendaz.. For their contribution to the school community, the Bubb family 
is honoured through the naming of BUBB HOUSE in the school. Bill Bubb noted how Harold Bubb would sell horse 

manure and use the money on sport equipment for 
students.

1889 Henry and Constance Bubb's House at Swampy Creek.
The house was made of slab and paling. It was fully lined and papered.
Henry Bubb with Charles Anglesea William standing beside him and Constance 
Bubb (Calanchini) holding Thomas Henry
Photo source:  Angelsea & District Historical Society

Photo source: June E Hewson

Bubb's timber mill and woodyard in Bellbrae    Photo: Angelsea & District Historical Society 

Charles Bubb   
Photo source  June E Hewson
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CRAIGBURN 
SHIPWRECK

Entering the Melbourne and Geelong ports is very tricky. The 
one kilometre of navigable water at the entrance to Port Phillip 
Bay, known as The Rip, has claimed many lives. In 1891 the 
SS Gambier was struck off Portsea and sank within a minute 
with the loss of 21 lives. That same year on the night of 7 May 
tragedy stuck again when the Joseph H Scammell was travelling 
along the south coast.

On its way to the heads, the Joseph H Scammell had hit the reef 
just out from Point Danger and sunk without loss of life. Its 
rescue was hampered not only by the ferocious wind that night 
but by rules and lights. In the same storm, there was a rescue 
mission to a stricken vessel at Point Nepean where a drunken 

captain caused the loss of the four-masted barque 
Craigburn, which had dropped its towline off Sorrento. 
Though only six men drowned out of a crew of 33, the 
wreck occurred under most dramatic circumstances.  

The barque Craigburn was a four-mast iron-hulled sailing 
ship which had arrived with a general cargo from England 

on 8 April 1891. She was outward bound for Wellington, 
New Zealand on 8 May when her towline broke while being 
towed out through the Heads by the tug Rescue. Captain 
Kerr dropped anchors and refused the offer of another 
tow claiming the charge of £500 was exorbitant, despite 
orders from the Pilot that he should accept the offer. The 
rescue vessel was close to land, and other vessels offered 
help which the Captain rejected. After an argument and 
struggle on deck between Kerr and Pilot Blanchard, two 
crew members seized Kerr and locked him aft. 

The anchors then dragged, and the Craigburn went 
aground on a sand-bank crossing a small bay.  The 
grounding occurred at 8 pm, with witnesses gathering on 
the cliffs to observe the unfolding rescue.  

The tug Eagle made fast with a 
towline and went ahead, but the 
carpenter, who may have been 
drunk, refused to work the winches 
to raise the anchors without the 
Captain's orders, and the tow again 
parted. 

The Captain refused to abandon 
ship but granted permission for 
the crew to leave. They lowered 
two boats with the Pilot managing 
to take some of her crew on board 
a lifeboat. Seven crew landed 
with the Pilot on the rocks at the 
shoreline and were helped to 
safety by those watching. They 
said that they left the Captain, First 

Officer, carpenter and a seaman named McKenzie on 
board. The other boat with five crew was swept into the 
breakers where five men drowned. 

While the men were arguing, the night was falling, and the 
seas were rising.  Eventually the Craigburn was left to her 
own devices, 

The rescue team from Sorrento lifeboat crew arrived at 
2.30 am with the rescue equipment and set to work. The 
Craigburn by now was 400 yards out with her bow toward 
the east and heavily attached to the rocks. Rockets were 
launched to the floundering ship where a line was secured. 
First, the carpenter came down, and then the buoy was 
sent out again. The Captain grabbed it and descended 
sharply into the waves. He appeared on the rocks and was 
carried up the cliff. John McKenzie, A.B., was left on the 
foretop. He received the breeches buoy on its return, but 
he let it sit while he descended into the ship, reappearing 
with another man whom he was dragging on to the deck. It 
was the Mate who was helplessly drunk and was resisting 
his rescuer. During the gallant efforts to rescue the Mate, 
the rope broke. McKenzie had no choice but to hop into 
the buoy and signal to the men on shore to haul him in. 
Without the support of the rope connected to the ship, 
McKenzie was pulled through the water most of the way 
to shore. By this time the Mate realised the seriousness 
of his position and entered the water hanging onto the 
hauling-line. He was going hand-over-hand to shore when 
a wave carried him away.

The Court of Marine Inquiry found Captain Kerr guilty of 
drunkenness and neglect of duty in refusing the assistance 
of tow. His certificate was cancelled and ordered to pay 50 
pounds costs, but he had already left Victoria. 
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IN 
quarantine

When the Covid 19 virus was declared a pandemic in March 
2020, historians worldwide were reminded of a pandemic 
that hit exactly 100 years ago with a pattern remarkably 
similar to that of Covid.  

The flu pandemic of 1918-1919 was the worst disease 
experience the world has ever known. During the last 
months of WW 1 a respiratory disease was spreading 
through the troops and a great threat was looming.

The first Australian deaths from the influenza   were 
soldiers fighting in Europe. It was especially tragic news for 
families at home to receive that their sons, husbands and 
brothers would not be returning. Taken not, by bullets or 
shells but by a recently arrived epidemic.

 The origin of the influenza is uncertain    But the first known 
case was reported in  a military camp in USA in March 1918 
and it likely spread when those soldiers went to war. It is 
estimated that 500 million people became infected with 
the virus and at least 50 million people died.

When the King of Spain, Alphonso, came down with the flu, 
Spain reported the spread of the virus. Spain was at this 
time not at war and was not subject to the wartime news 
blackouts that affected other countries.  The virus was thus 
dubbed the Spanish flu. 

 At the time, there were no effective drugs or vaccines to 
treat this killer flu strain. Citizens were ordered to wear 
masks, schools, theatres and businesses were shut. Bodies 

piled up in makeshift morgues. Hospitals were overloaded 
with flu patients and schools, homes and other buildings 
were converted into makeshift hospitals. People were 
advised to stop shaking hands and stay indoors.

As the virus began it's deadly global march, Australia 
was virtually ringed by the disease. Maritime quarantine 
stations that had been built in the 1830’s  became of 
prime importance at this time, they became the first line 
of defence. 

  Soldiers were not happy about quarantine restrictions 
especially after long absences during the war years 
and were notorious for breaking quarantine.  They then 
boarded trains to return to their home towns and many 
took the virus with them. The authorities felt it was under 
control only to have a second wave emerge in the late 
autumn of 1919 when there was an “explosive spread’.

 By the end of 2019 the pandemic was over. The Spanish 
flu left 15,000 dead in under a year across the country.

In Torquay the summer of 1919 was busier than ever. 
Medical advice to combat the epidemic was to have plenty 
of fresh air and wide-open windows, so staying at the 
seaside seemed good advice.

 Local Real Estate agents and property owners were 
heard to exclaim, ”its an ill wind that blows no good" as 
the epidemic prolonged the season. In February, at the 
time when holidaymakers usually commence the drift 

PHYSICAL DISTANCE AT TORQUAY

J CHRIS BARRI

Norna Nevett and her daughters Elizabeth and Ruth
Photo:  Barb Jens

House on the corner The Esplanade and Gilbert Street
Photo:  Louise Leighton

homeward, the news of the flu scare and the closing of schools meant parents were loath to leave for crowded towns 
and where possible, they were renewing their leases on cottages.

The outbreak of fresh cases of influenza in Ballarat in early 1919, meant services at churches were suspended and no 
doubt influenced the decision of local solicitor Mr Nevett to relocate his wife and children Betty, Ruth, Barbara, Horace, 
John and Laura along with the children’s nanny to Torquay. They rented a little house on the corner of The Esplanade 
and Gilbert Street, which was called the Palmer house( it was where Pholklore is now.)  The little family had a cow and 
chickens and all managed to avoid catching the flu. The children enjoyed the extended holiday and enjoyed playing on 
the beach.  Memories of their isolation must have been happy ones, as some years later Betty convinced her husband, 
Basil Hayden to buy a holiday house in Torquay where the family enjoyed many summer holidays. Many members of the 
family live in town today. 



BREAMLEA
STREETS
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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 
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 Breamlea township, formerly Bream Creek, between 
Barwon Heads and Torquay was auctioned in 87 lots 
on 25 March 1942. The sale was necessary to permit 
property-owners to acquire freehold titles to property 
which for years had been held under a lease with the old 
Bream Creek Committee of Management, or later with the 
Lands Department. Upset prices (minimum price) varied 
from £5 to £11 plus a 30 shilling survey fee. Although 
the land was valued at between £6000 and £7000 the 
total value of the land sold amounted to £609. The name 
change was made to avoid confusion with another Bream 
Creek in Tasmania. The buyers of 83 allotments were WU 
Gear, GM Cottee, T Cahir, OR Armstrong, JJ Martini, T 
Martini, MF Jennings, FH Hamblet, JB Cassidy, ME Scale, 
KG McCaskill, EL Carter, Elizabeth Harwood, JJF Southall, 
JW McCarter, RAR Marendaz, JV Dixon, TA Dixen, JJ and H 
Fowler, LLM Dixon, PEJ Jennings, RS McHugh, WJ Hatherall, 
HP Lofts, JM O’Brien, FH Detlefson, WJ Wilton, AJ Smith, AJ 
Lucas, J Illingworth, AF Corbett, FA Connelly, AJ Grace, A 

Neilson, W Hill, WH Loone, CH Culliver, OR Armstrong, H 
Detlefson, LM Mahon, WE Beales, JI Higgins, FJ Hotchin, 
WS Bond, QC Dunn, MA Winter, AD Kittelty, FM Seidel, HW 
Jones, L Hirst, C Neil, SM Sutherland, C Cory and LL Dixon, 
A Rickhuss, I Pescud, FC Russell, AS Marshall, HC Doonan, 
VF Lambert, M Shelley, AM Howarth, B Dixon, DJ Leviston, 

B Shelley, JB O’Neil, MB Walpole, TB Fry, GH Powall, JJ Carter, RJ Conder, L Burfield-Galland, HR Windsor (2), MJ Bogan, 
WA Marshall, PA Jones, CC Wall, EA Marshall, EE Bailey, EMA Squire, EJT Kerrison, ML Ryan. The remaining four allotments 
were available for rental from the Lands Department at ten shillings per year.

The Committee of Management of the Bream Creek Recreation Reserve was formed in 1912. Two shillings and sixpence 
could secure a campsite on the Crown Land for a year. By 1915 shacks had started to be built, many with whatever 
had swept onto the beach by south westerly winds from many shipwrecks in the vicinity. At a time when the 1930s 
depression left many begging or joining soup kitchen queues it attracted self-sufficient people who could eke out an 
existence in the pleasant surroundings. Fish were plentiful in the surf or the creek, rabbits were everywhere, but there 
were no roads, telephone, shops, school, power, reticulated water or sewerage.

The streets were named after the following men:

Vic Whittingham and J Horwood were early campers. Leslie Edward Vagg, John Green, Robert E Blyth, W Scott and Harry 
Challis were the signatories of the first Committee of Management. 

Breamlea had its first census taken in 1947. The telephone was connected soon after. Electricity was connected in 1969, 
and the water provided in 1976. Only the caravan park was sewered. 
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TOWN TALK
AS REPORTED IN THE GEELONG ADVERTISER

Some of the inhabitants of East Duneed appear 
determined not to be annoyed by toll-gates, if they 
can possibly help it, and really they have some cause 
to complain, as it is stated that in connection with the 
East Duneed gate there are five “check” gates within 
the radius of one mile. Some time ago one of these 
“check” gates was sawn down, and this has been 
followed up by the taking away of the post to which 
the gate was attached.       6/9/1919

MT DUNEED
A white native bear is a curiosity that we never 
saw or even heard of until Saturday last. Such 
an animal, however, was brought into town on 
Saturday, from the Ironbark forest, where it was 
obtained by Mr Banfather, a farmer, residing at 
Jan Juc. Native bears of a dark brown, and also of 
a slate colour, are not all uncommon, but perfectly 
white ones have been, we believe, hitherto almost 
unknown. These animals are usually very sluggish, 
and generally sleep all day, this one, however, is 
lively, and sits up looking at the spectators out of 
eyes of a pretty light blue colour. An enthusiastic 
admirer of native products purchased the animal, 
and presented it to Mr Bunce for exhibition at 
the Botanical Gardens, where it is likely to be an 
attraction for some time.       6/11/1866

JAN JUC

Patients are beginning to come in (to Geelong) 
from further afield. Two recent cases were from 
Connewarre and Queenscliff. Sufferers are 
obeying the health authorities wish that they 
should not come in until they are really sick; one 
of the latest comers walked in in the possession 
of a temperature of 104. (40°C). Most cases 
now coming are serious. Fortune is favoring the 
hospital committee and staff in its fight with the 
epidemic in that the number of patients in the 
ordinary wards is very light. But for this, said one 
of the house doctors last night, “I don’t know 
how we would have managed. Five cases were 
reported on Saturday at the Geelong West Town 
Hall. Two were serious. Steps were taken during 
the afternoon by the Town Clerk (Mr. Howard 
French) to have the premises fumigated without 
delay.”       21/4/1919                     

CONNEWARRE

Motor drivers on the Geelong rank are having a 
busy time between the city and seaside resorts. 
Professional and business men are taking their 
families away from the cities because of the 
influenza epidemic, and the number of visitors at 
Torquay, Barwon Heads and Queenscliff is said to 
be a record for this time of the year. Many families 
who took homes at these resorts for the holiday 
season have remained in possession, and do not 
intend to return to the cities till the epidemic has 
passed. Mr. Drayton, of Torquay, states that the 
township has never been so full, and that many 
houses are booked up till Easter. Barwon Heads is 
in a similar state, but it is said that Ocean Grove 
is not so crowded. The recent fires at Anglesea 
have interfered with the traffic to some extent.   
20/2/1919

TORQUAY

FRESHWATER CK
The following scab licenses were issued in the 
Geelong district during the month of September: 
James Carstairs, Queenscliffe for 300 sheep; James 
Anderson, Manse Farm, Barrabool Hills, 725, John L 
Dow, Forest Station, Freshwater Creek, 669; E and C 
Gundry, Ironbark Station, Jan Juc, 940.       17/10/1870

EVERY PICTURE
TELLS A STORY
FIRST QUARANTINE

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.

The Quarantine Station [at Point Nepean, September 29, 1877]; A/S29/09/77/109
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In 1840 the clipper ship Glen Huntly with 157 European colonists on board arrived 17 April near Melbourne 
showing the yellow flag. Around 50 of those aboard were on the sick list. It was revealed during the journey 
that some of the immigrants had Typhus fever. Common symptoms include headache, fever and a rash 
and is a bacterial infection spread by body lice or fleas. Poor sanitary conditions and crowding seen on 
these transport vessels provided the perfect conditions for the outbreak of the disease.

The ship was prevented from entering Melbourne and a spot in Port Phillip Bay called Little Red Bluff, 
now called Point Ormond, Elwood was organized as Melbourne’s first sanitary station. Tents were pitched, 
and crew and passengers sent ashore. They were divided into ‘healthy’ and ‘sick’ camps, separated from 
Melbourne town by lagoons and wetlands.

On 1 June the passengers from the ‘healthy camp’ were released and the others released two weeks later. 
The dead were buried at the top of the bluff.

Later the quarantine station was moved to the more distant location of Point Nepean.
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